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Dear Reader,

I’m not sure who’s going to read this. I’m not even sure if anyone should.

But after everything that’s happened, I needed to write it all down. Because even with the answers I’ve gotten over the past few months, I’m still feeling just as lost as I did three years ago.

You know part of the story already. In those first months after the massacre, there were news specials, articles, an hour-long TV documentary, and even an episode of a popular teen drama based on the events at Virgil County High School. And, if you’ve been to any Christian church in the past three years, you’ve definitely heard of Sarah McHale, the Girl with the Cross Necklace. The girl who died defending her faith.

My name is probably less familiar. Even if you’d heard it at the time, you’ve almost certainly forgotten it by now. But I was Sarah’s best friend. I was one of the girls in the bathroom with her the day she was murdered. And I – Leanne Bauer – am one of the six witnesses who survived the shooting.

So much of what you think you know about that day is wrong. The stories have been twisted, tweaked, filtered through a dozen different lenses.

For a short time, all eyes were on Virgil County. Everyone wanted a piece of the tragedy. But within a few weeks, the reporters and camera crews were gone, on to another story.

And we, the survivors, were still here, still sorting through the rubble. Because while the twenty-four-hour news cycle may have moved on, our stories had only just begun. And now they were tangled into a knot of fact and fiction.

Some of that, at least when it comes to Sarah McHale, is my fault.

Virgil County is going to be in the news again soon. People will start remembering our names, looking at our stories. Only, the stories that are out there are wrong. I thought it would be a good idea to gather the pieces of the truth, for all of us survivors to share what really happened to us that day and after. But after the last several months of digging into the truth, I’m starting to think that maybe I was wrong.

Maybe some truths are better left buried.

So I’m writing it down. Everything that happened this spring, everything I’ve found out. I’m going to piece it all together and maybe – hopefully – when I’m done, I’ll know what I should do.
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I wake up every morning with death on my mind.

Most of the time it’s this steady, existential hum, easy to drown out with a little bit of effort and daily medication. Until the end of February that is, when the hum starts to build, growing louder and sharper and impossible to ignore, leading up to The Anniversary. On that day, it’s a thudding bass, a violently crashing crescendo pounding through my skull.

This year, the third anniversary of the shooting, was no different. I didn’t get up until a little after eleven, and even then, I was exhausted from a night of awful dreams. There was already a chain of text messages on my phone.

Beware the Ides of March. Is everyone OK this morning? This was from Ashley Chambers, who is always the first to check in.

There were six of us who witnessed the shooting directly and survived. Before that day, we’d barely known each other. I mean, some of us had classes together. We knew each other’s names. Virgil County is tiny and rural, after all. But we’d hardly interacted before that day. Since the shooting, though, we’ve all kept in touch.

Well, five of us have.

Eden Martinez and Denny Lucas had already replied. I’m all right. I hope everyone else is OK today and OK over here. Take care today.

I typed out my own response, Still here. Glad to have you guys, before scrolling to the top of the chain and looking at the names of the recipients. I knew the ones I’d see there – and the one I wouldn’t – but its absence still made my stomach twist with guilt.

I put the phone aside and pulled on a hoodie and some jeans. I couldn’t eat anything. Not that day. I knew if I did, it’d just come back up. I’d learned that the hard way on the first anniversary. And then again on the second. So I went ahead and brushed my teeth and washed my face. When I was done, I walked into the living room and, through the front window, saw a boy sitting on my porch steps.

He was hunched over, his back to me. Dark auburn curls poked out from under his black beanie. I opened the front door, but he didn’t turn to look at me.

‘Hey, creeper,’ I said. ‘How long have you been waiting?’

Miles Mason looked up at me then, with his half-closed hazel eyes that always make him look sleepy. ‘Only a few minutes,’ he said. Or mumbled. Miles almost always mumbles. You probably saw the one and only TV interview he did after the shooting, where the reporter had to keep asking him to speak up. ‘Just texting everyone back. We’re picking up Denny, right?’

I nodded and he stood up, following me down the steps to my truck.

Despite only doing one interview, everyone who followed the shooting remembers Miles. His story got a lot of attention after. He was ‘the unlikely hero’. Seriously. That’s the wording several articles used.

As the stories told it, he’d thrown himself on top of another student who’d already been injured, shielding her from any more bullets. The media made a big deal out of the fact that, prior to that day, Miles was on the verge of being expelled.

In the words of his grandmother, he was ‘a bit of a troublemaker’.

In the words of one national publication, he was ‘the sort of young man you might expect to be pulling the trigger, not protecting his peers’.

I’m not even kidding. That’s a direct quote from some journalist who thought it was an OK thing to say, only two days after this fifteen-year-old had survived a nightmare.

Miles has never liked talking about any of that, though. Not even with me.

I unlocked the truck and we both climbed in. We didn’t turn on the radio. We just listened to the white noise of the engine as we rolled down the empty streets of our neighbourhood. It was midday. Everyone was either at work or school. Normally I would have been a fidgety, nervous wreck about skipping classes. I would have been paranoid about someone seeing my truck and telling my mom. Unlike Miles, I’ve never been much of a rule breaker.

But no one expected me, Miles or Denny to go to school that day. No one would punish us or even mention the fact that we’d skipped. Everyone knew it was impossible for us to step foot in that school on the fifteenth of March.

It took us about ten minutes to get to Denny’s house. He was waiting outside, sitting on the porch swing, with his yellow Labrador guide dog, Glitter, lying at his feet. He stood when he heard us pull into the driveway, and once I’d parked, Glitter led him right to the passenger side of the truck, where Miles already had the door open.

‘It’s tight quarters,’ I said as Denny began to pull himself into the truck. ‘We’re gonna have to snuggle.’

‘Why does Miles always get to be in the middle when we snuggle?’ Denny asked with mock outrage. ‘Not fair.’

Miles slid across the bench seat, positioning himself so he had one leg on either side of the gearshift. The whole left side of his body was pressed against me. I shifted nervously, trying not to worry about what he might be thinking about us sitting so close. Instead, I looked past him as Denny hoisted himself into the truck and allowed Glitter to hop up on to the floorboard, where she sat between his knees.

‘You know, Lee,’ Denny said, yanking the door shut, ‘if you’re going to chauffeur me around, you’re gonna need a bigger vehicle. I’d like to request a limo. One of those stretch Hummers.’

‘Yeah, I’ll get on that,’ I said. ‘As soon as you can pay for it.’

Denny grinned, and for the first time that morning, I felt this fleeting moment of calm.

Of the survivors, Denny was probably the most photographed and interviewed. He’s a cute, slightly chubby black kid who’s been blind his whole life. After being shot in the arm, he had to go through a lot of physical therapy to relearn how to use a cane. The media made a big deal out of this, emphasising his blindness over and over. As if that was his defining characteristic.

The truck took off and we headed straight for the county line. We were getting as far from this town as possible.

I reached forward and turned on the radio, trying to drown out the Death Drum in my head, but even blasting one of my mom’s old Nirvana CDs couldn’t overpower the intrusive thoughts.

I should be clear: it’s not that I want to die. Those aren’t the kind of thoughts I have to fight. The opposite, actually. Even on a good day, there’s this quiet anxiety, bubbling just under the surface, reminding me that with every second that passes, I inch closer to the end of my own existence. Reminding me that I have no control over when or where or how I will die.

On bad days, like every anniversary, that bubbling boils over.

Every turn I made, I imagined another vehicle speeding toward us in the wrong lane. Every bridge we crossed, I imagined collapsing and plunging the three of us to our watery graves. When we stopped at a gas station to fill the tank, I found myself repeatedly checking over my shoulder, convinced someone would approach me or the cashier inside with a weapon. And when some guy pulled up in a Chevy and slammed his car door, I nearly jumped out of my skin.

I saw death everywhere.

So we drove out to the middle of nowhere. Down a dirt road and back into some woods about an hour outside of Virgil County. It was a place we’d found two years ago with Eden. That first year, we’d all piled into her mom’s van and driven until we found a spot where no one would look for us. We’d been back every year since, with a few scattered visits here and there when things got too rough. Ashley had come with us a few times, too – before her daughter, Miriam, was born. Now she had a family, and Eden was off at college. It was just Miles, Denny and me.

I drove slowly. The road is so rarely used that it’s nearly grown over, and that day, it was scattered with branches that had fallen during the last big storm. The truck bounced over thick roots until, finally, we reached our spot, deep in the trees. I knew we were in the right place because on our first trip here Miles had carved a large ‘6’ into one of the tree trunks.

Though only five have ever been to this place.

I cut the engine and we climbed out. The air was chilly. A typical midwestern March. You could see the promise of spring beginning to bloom, but the biting breeze wasn’t quite ready to let us go. Still, we piled into the bed of the truck, sitting on the tailgate.

Denny took off Glitter’s harness. ‘Let me know if she goes off too far, OK?’ he said as the dog started walking around in the grass, her nose pressed to the ground.

‘Sure,’ I said.

For a while, we didn’t say anything. Just sat there, listening to the sounds of the woods, watching the yellow dog roam through the trees, on the trail of some mystery scent. We’ve all learned how to sit in silence with one another. The quiet, at least when we are together, is safe. Even when we did start to speak, we kept our voices soft.

‘Three years.’ Denny let the words out with a sigh.

‘Yep,’ Miles said.

I was thinking about our text messages from earlier. About that missing name. I thought about it a lot. About how we should’ve been six instead of five.

About Kellie Gaynor.

I guarantee you don’t recognise her name. It hardly ever got mentioned outside of Virgil County. But she was the other girl in the bathroom with Sarah and me. I hadn’t seen her in years.

Every time I wanted to say something about her, the questions got lodged somewhere in my chest, pushed down by the weight of guilt. I wanted to ask then. To find out if Miles or Denny had heard from her. If they ever thought about her or if it was just me.

I even managed to open my mouth, to suck in a breath. It was a quiet sound, but Miles heard it. Or maybe he could just feel it. Sometimes it seems like he can sense things about me. Like he’s aware of my every move, breath, blink, and he knows what each of them means. Honestly, it’s both comforting and startling. And the way he looked at me then, like he was ready to hang on to my every word, made my heart stop for a second. His sleepy eyes made me forget what I was going to say.

Denny, who was sitting on my other side, hadn’t noticed.

‘You know,’ he said, readjusting the dark sunglasses he wore. ‘No one will remember the shooting once we graduate.’

‘What?’ I asked, glad to look away from Miles for a second. Though I could still feel him watching me. ‘Of course they will. Everyone remembers.’

‘No, I mean … No one who was actually there, who remembers what happened, will be there after we’re gone. We’re the last class. The last survivors. Once we’re gone, everyone at VCHS will only know what they heard or saw on TV. It’ll just be a story to them.’

I sat there for a minute, letting this sink in. I’m not sure why, but it had never crossed my mind before. He was right, though. In a couple months, the three of us would graduate. We’d been in the freshman class when it happened and soon we’d be gone, and the only students at Virgil County High would be the ones who had heard stories, the ones told over and over in our town, on the news, at church. Students who know just as much about the massacre as …

Well, as you.

And there is so much that you – and they – don’t know. So many stories that had gotten mixed up, confused, or misrepresented. Even I didn’t know how much at the time.

‘Huh,’ Miles said. ‘I can’t decide if that’s a good thing or bad thing.’

‘Me neither,’ Denny agreed.

But I knew. Because the thought of us leaving that school and our stories leaving with us, of really and truly letting those halls be filled with the twisted versions of what happened that day, it made me feel sick.

Miles put a hand on my shoulder. ‘Lee, you OK? You look a little … You all right?’

I nodded, because I didn’t trust that I could open my mouth without throwing up.

‘It’s just today,’ Denny said. ‘Today is always bad.’

‘Yeah,’ Miles agreed. ‘Always.’

They were right. That day was always painful. And I’m sure it always will be. But sitting there, all I could think was that it was probably even worse for Kellie Gaynor, wherever she was.

And that was my fault.
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The school didn’t reopen until the August after the shooting. There were a few camera crews waiting outside, ready to film our return, but not as many as you might expect. It had been five months, and other tragedies had pushed Virgil County out of the mainstream news cycle.

I was glad there weren’t a lot of cameras, though. I didn’t want my picture all over the news. Especially not that day, when I wasn’t even sure if I could walk into the building without having a panic attack. That would have become a headline in a matter of hours. ‘Virgil County High School Survivor Has Meltdown Upon Return to Site of Brutal Massacre.’ I’d be some poor tragic figure that the country pitied for a few days. I didn’t want anyone’s pity.

I didn’t think I deserved it, either.

Mom had someone cover her shift at the store that morning. I think most of our parents took the day off. Everyone wanted to be the ones to drop their kids off for the first time. Some even walked them inside, like it was the first day of kindergarten.

‘I can go in with you,’ Mom said when we pulled into the parking lot. We watched as a senior boy, sticking close to his dad, entered the building. ‘I can stay if you need me to.’

I shook my head. ‘No. That’s OK.’

As much as I was worried about freaking out when I tried to walk inside, I knew without a shadow of a doubt that my mother wouldn’t be able to handle it. Sometimes, it feels like what happened that day hurts her more than it does me. Which, in those first few months after, often left me furious. Like she was making my pain about her. I knew that wasn’t her intention. I knew that I was being too hard on her. But there were moments when I wanted to scream at her. To tell her she didn’t have a right to cry or to panic or to have nightmares. Because she hadn’t been there.

‘Are you sure?’ she asked, and I could already hear the quaver in her voice. ‘Lee, you don’t have to go if you don’t want to. I told you. We can look into homeschooling or find somewhere else—’

‘Mom.’

I’m sure she was trying to help, but I found these feeble offers more frustrating than anything. She worked far too many hours to even consider homeschooling me, and unless we moved – which we definitely could not afford to do – there were no other options. VCHS was the only high school in the county.

And anyway, it wasn’t as if changing schools would fix anything. The shooting was going to haunt me, no matter where I went.

‘I’m just worried. You got so upset when we did the walkthrough with the detectives. If you don’t want to go back in there—’

‘I’m going to be late.’

I grabbed my backpack and climbed out of the car, slamming the door before she could say anything else. The sound made me flinch, and I felt a pang of guilt. I’d been slamming doors a lot that summer. But as bad as I felt, I knew I wouldn’t apologise.

I kept my eyes trained straight ahead, away from the media parked on the school’s front lawn. All of my focus was on the door. The same one I’d burst out of five months earlier, smeared in my best friend’s blood.

I swallowed hard as I followed a group of upperclassmen inside. This may sound absurd, but part of me expected the place to look different somehow. Like we’d walk in and see the signs of the shooting everywhere. But it wasn’t like that. Everything in the front hall, the cafeteria – it looked exactly the same as it had the previous semester, before it all happened. It was clean and decorated with Virgil County colours – green and gold – and everyone was running to their friends, hugging and laughing, like any normal first day of a new school year.

You’d think that’d make it easier, but it just felt wrong.

I’d been back here once before that day. Some of the witnesses had come in over the summer to help the detectives map out exactly what had happened. But the school had been quiet then. Nearly empty. And it had been possible to pretend, at least for a few minutes, that I was somewhere else.

But this, it felt too normal. I found myself scanning the crowd for Sarah, as if I expected to see her waiting for me, the way she had been every other morning I’d walked into this school. Her bright purple backpack slung over one shoulder, a Pop-Tart in hand. And she’d always have an extra one for me, because she knew I skipped breakfast in favour of sleeping in.

Of course, Sarah and her backpack and her Pop-Tarts weren’t there. So I just stood in the middle of the cafeteria with no idea what to do or where to go.

That’s when I saw the plaque, a large, shiny black square hung up on a pillar in the centre of the room. It was the only real physical change to this part of the school, and I almost hadn’t noticed it. I took a few steps forward, looking up at it, and wishing I had the strength not to.

The plaque was engraved with their names. All nine victims, listed in alphabetical order. I took them in one at a time, even though I already knew them by heart.

 

Kevin Brantley

Brenna DuVal

Jared Grayson

Rosi Martinez

Sarah McHale

Richard McMullen

Thomas Nolan

Aiden Stroud

Essie Taylor

 

And beneath their names was a quote from Emily Dickinson: ‘Unable are the loved to die, for love is immortality.’

I hated that quote, because it was a lie. Even if love were immortality, I couldn’t help thinking that eventually everyone who loved you would be dead, too. And then what did any of it matter? It didn’t. Quotes like those were just there to make the living feel better. Another way to help us ignore the fact that oblivion was inevitable.

I shook my head, trying to quiet the intrusive thoughts. But I couldn’t bring myself to turn away from the plaque.

The shooter hadn’t been listed among the dead. He wasn’t named on any of the other memorials around town, either. From what I’d gathered, that had been a heated controversy over the summer. There were people who had suggested including him. He was just a kid, after all. Sixteen, a junior. In some ways, they argued, he was a victim, too. A victim of bullying, of his own brain, of a gun-obsessed society. As if any of that mattered. This was the one thing that wasn’t about him or why he did it. This was about everyone else, about the damage he had done.

Several of the parents had objected, and I was glad. I didn’t want his name up there. I didn’t want it anywhere near Sarah’s.

‘Lee,’ a voice said behind me. I looked over my shoulder and found Miles, dressed in his usual black T-shirt and worn-out jeans. For a second, we just stared at each other. Despite everything that had happened over the summer, it felt odd to talk to him on school grounds. It was the sign I’d been waiting for, the one that proved just how different things were now.

After a second, he shrugged and gestured for me to follow him. We wound our way through the packs of students, over to the side of the cafeteria, where Eden Martinez and Denny Lucas stood with their backs against the wall. Eden had a hand in her hair, pulling at the dark, wavy strands, and she looked a little green, like she was on the verge of being sick. Denny still had a cane then, and he was clutching the rubber grip at the top with both hands, like he was ready to use it as a weapon if he had to.

‘Lee and Miles coming up on your right,’ Eden told him.

‘Hey, guys,’ Denny said. ‘Weird day, huh?’

‘The weirdest,’ I said.

And maybe the strangest part was standing with those three. We were an odd group with almost nothing in common. Eden was a year ahead of Denny, Miles and me. And before the shooting, we’d all hung out in very different cliques. But they were the only people I could be with. The only group I really felt a part of any more.

Ashley had graduated in May, finishing most of her classes from the hospital and at home. She’d sent us all a text message that morning, wishing us luck and letting us know we could call if we needed anything. I wondered if she felt lonely, if she wished she could be there with us instead of just watching brief news clips of us walking back into the school. Or maybe she was glad she never had to return. I wondered how I would feel in her position, as the only one of us not returning to VCHS.

Or, not the only one.

I glanced around, looking for a flash of blue-black hair or a skull-patterned backpack.

‘Who’re you looking for?’ Miles asked.

‘Kellie,’ I said.

‘Kellie Gaynor?’ Eden asked. ‘You didn’t hear?’

‘Hear what?’

‘She moved.’ Eden lowered her hand from her hair and began picking at her fingernails instead. ‘Her whole family did. My abuela saw them packing up a van a few days ago, and now there’s a For Sale sign in front of their house.’

‘What?’ The word came out as a cough. My throat felt tight all of a sudden. The way it does after I’ve been stung by a bee, before Mom gets out the EpiPen. I tried to breathe through it, but overhead, the bell rang, sharp and loud, startling all four of us. Which didn’t help.

As swarms of students flooded past us, heading to their classrooms, I reached out and grabbed hold of Eden’s arm. She jerked back at first, curling in on herself. Then we both mouthed quick apologies.

None of us like to be touched without warning, even by our friends. It was worse back then. Any sudden movement felt like a threat. We all had to learn how to be careful with one another.

When the ringing had died down, I managed to squeeze out a few words. ‘Kellie … Kellie is … ?’

‘She’s gone.’

Later, in an assembly, our principal didn’t talk about the new zero-tolerance policy for violence. Or the various civil suits being filed against the school. Instead, he focused on the one positive thing he could find.

He told us that, to the school board’s surprise, every student who had been in the freshman, sophomore and junior classes the previous year had returned to VCHS, and our incoming freshmen class was the largest in the school’s history. We’d all come back to our school, he said. We weren’t going to let fear or hate win, he said. This was our home, he said.

Here’s what he didn’t say: almost every student had come back.

Every student but one.
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