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Support Texas’
haunted teachers

Mercedes Salas, center, a Robb Elementary School teacbher, cries for ber students — ber “babies.”

By Nancy M. Preyor-Johnson

VALDE — In the initial aftermath of a
l | mass shooting that continues to defy
words, law enforcement wrongfully
blamed a teacher for propping open a door,
allowing Salvador Ramos to enter Robb Elemen-
tary and murder 19 students and two teachers,
and wound 17 others.
In response, Texas teacher Julianne Knott
posted a Facebook message on Memorial Day
that resonated with educators.

“To the teacher who propped the door open,
we’ve all done it,” Knott wrote. “It’s not your
fault. Schools shouldn’t have to be locked down
like a prison.”

I’ve done it. When I was a yearbook and
journalism teacher, students took photos out-
side and we sometimes propped the door open.
It was against school policy. I would never do it
again.

But we’ve since learned the Robb Elemen-



tary teacher, Emilia Marin, didn’t leave the
door propped open. Her attorney later shared
a timeline that contradicts the Department of
Public Safety’s earlier account. Marin saw the
shooter and ran back inside, kicking aside the
rock keeping the door open, DPS confirmed.
She closed the door and called 911 to report that
Ramos, armed with an assault rifle, was shoot-
ing at the school. But the door’s automatic lock
malfunctioned.

That she was blamed is unjustifiable.

Overworked and underpaid, teachers in Tex-
as were quitting before the Uvalde massacre —
nearly 500 in six months. The ones who stayed
were exhausted from teaching in a pandemic.
The Uvalde school massacre — the second-dead-
liest school shooting in America — won’t make
the situation better.

Instead of calling a special session, Gov. Greg
Abbott announced a special legislative commit-
tee, which doesn’t meet this awful moment. He
also directed the Texas School Safety Center
and the Texas Education Agency to do random
access control inspections at schools. Not only
would that be ineffective, but it could further
traumatize students and teachers.

Many in the GOP have called for teachers
to carry guns to school. This is risky, and many
teachers don’t want to do it.

Our governor and Legislature must take
action to ensure teenagers can’t purchase assault
rifles. They must also bolster mental health and
school safety measures — immediately.

Teachers in Uvalde and beyond are heroes.
As others left, they stayed. And now they are
reminded that their lives are at risk when they
report to work each day, amid the myriad other
challenges they face.

Three days after the shooting, I met Mer-

cedes Salas, a Robb Elementary fourth grade
teacher, at a makeshift memorial in the town
square. She cried out as she stood at each of
her student’s crosses. “They’re my babies!” she
wailed in Spanish.

Media from all over the world swarmed. A
local pastor prayed. She spoke of having night-
mares and said the shooter was too young to
drink alcohol and shouldn’t have been able to
purchase a gun.

Teachers are haunted. Instead of blame and
excuses, they urgently need action and support.

Another Robb Elementary teacher recalled
her classroom’s escape from the shooter.

She also spoke of the betrayal she felt when
she saw news reports blaming a teacher for
propping open the door. She said she didn’t be-
lieve it because no one ever used that door.

“I hate the finger-pointing in any direction
other than that shooter,” she told me. “Only the
teachers and students in that district, in that
hallway, on that day could, in my opinion, say
where the weaknesses were.”

The teacher said her warning was gunshots
outside her window. “Every teacher in that
building did everything they could, with the
tools we are given, to protect those babies.”

She said she put her arms around her stu-
dents and they “prayed — very softly.”

“They were so good,” she said. “The quietest
they’ve been all year.”

Two officers pulled them out of their class-
rooms.

“The peace my kids and I felt when two
officers entered our room to guard us — those
two classroom didn’t get to experience that, and
that breaks my heart,” she said. “The accounts
of these babies and my friends will haunt me
forever.”
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UVALDE — In the initial
aftermath of a mass shooting
that continues to defy words,
law enforcement wrongfully
blamed a teacher for propping
open a door, allowing Salvador
Ramos to enter Robb Elementa-
ry and murder 19 students and
two teachers, and wound 17
others.

In response, Texas teacher
Julianne Knott posted a Face-
book message on Memorial Day
that resonated with educators.

“To the teacher who propped
the door open, we've all done
it,” Knott wrote. “It's not your
fault. Schools shouldn’t have to
be locked down like a prison.”

T've done it. When I'was a
yearbook and journalism teach-
er, students took photos outside
and we sometimes propped the
door open. It was against school
policy. I would never do it again.

But we've since learned the
Robb Elementary teacher, Emi-
lia Marin, didn’t leave the door
propped open. Her attorney
later shared a timeline that
contradicts the Department of
Public Safety’s earlier account.
Marin saw the shooter and ran
back inside, kicking aside the
rock keeping the door open,
DPS confirmed. She closed the

Nancy M. Preyor-Johnson/Staff

Mercedes Salas, center, a Robb Elementary School teacher, cries for her students — her “babies.”

door and called 91 to report that
Ramos, armed with an assault
rifle, was shooting at the school.
But the door’s automatic lock
malfunctioned.

That she was blamed is un-
justifiable.

Overworked and underpaid,
teachers in Texas were quitting
before the Uvalde massacre —
nearly 500 in six months. The
ones who stayed were exhaust-
ed from teaching in a pandemic.
The Uvalde school massacre —
the second-deadliest school
shooting in America — won't
‘make the situation better.

Instead of calling a special
session, Gov. Greg Abbott an-

nounced a special legislative
committee, which doesn’t meet
this awful moment. He also
directed the Texas School Safety
Center and the Texas Education
Agency to do random access
control inspections at schools.
Not only would that be ineffec-
tive, but it could further trau-
matize students and teachers.
Many in the GOP have called
for teachers to carry guns to
school. This is risky, and many
teachers don't want to do it.
Our governor and Legislature
must take action to ensure teen-
agers can't purchase assault
rifles. They must also bolster
mental health and school safety

measures — immediately.

Teachers in Uvalde and be-
yond are heroes. As others left,
they stayed. And now they are
reminded that their lives are at
risk when they report to work
each day, amid the myriad other
challenges they face.

Three days after the shooting,
1 met Mercedes Salas, a Robb
Elementary fourth grade teach-
er, at a makeshift memorial in
the town square. She cried out
as she stood at each of her stu-
dent’s crosses. “They’re my
babies!” she wailed in Spanish.

Media from all over the world
swarmed. A local pastor
prayed. She spoke of having

nightmares and said the shooter
was too young to drink alcohol
and shouldn’t have been able to
purchase a gun.

Teachers are haunted. In-
stead of blame and excuses,
they urgently need action and
support.

Another Robb Elementary
teacher recalled her classroom’s
escape from the shooter.

She also spoke of the betrayal
she felt when she saw news
reports blaming a teacher for
propping open the door. She
said she didn't believe it because
no one ever used that door.

“I hate the finger-pointing in
any direction other than that
shooter,” she told me. “Only the
teachers and students in that
district, in that hallway, on that
day could, in my opinion, say
‘where the weaknesses were.”

The teacher said her warning
was gunshots outside her win-
dow. “Every teacher in that
building did everything they
could, with the tools we are
given, to protect those babies.”

She said she put her arms
around her students and they
“prayed — very softly.”

“They were so good,” she
said. “The quietest they’ve been
all year.”

Two officers pulled them out
of their classrooms.

“The peace my kids and I felt
‘when two officers entered our
room to guard us — those two
classroom didn't get to experi-
ence that, and that breaks my
heart,” she said. “The accounts
of these babies and my friends
‘will haunt me forever.”
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Use all tools

to keep schools safe

By Nancy M. Preyor-Johnson

security measures that lacked teeth and

adequate funding. The state’s lax gun laws
allowed a deeply troubled 18-year-old to pur-
chase assault weapons and ammo in May. Then
law enforcement failed to save the 19 students
and two teachers he brutally murdered.

There are so many failures at Robb Elemen-
tary School in Uvalde that it is natural to focus
on the most egregious. But even the smallest
decisions weigh heavy in mass shootings.

Before the next shooting, schools must better
fortify facilities and update active shooter pro-
tocols. No school official can claim a shooting
could not happen in their district.

Uvalde Consolidated ISD had extensive
school security protocols and training, yet it
wasn’t enough May 24. An effective lockdown
could have saved more lives. Instead, the shooter
easily walked through unlocked doors.

During Tuesday’s Senate special committee
hearing, Texas Education Agency Commission-
er Mike Morath and others detailed renewed
focus on incident response, facilities access con-
trol and behavioral threat assessment.

The alert system is critical. Part of the Uval-
de school district’s security effort is a silently
activated mobile panic alarm. Houston-based
Raptor Technologies, which serves more than
90 percent of Texas public schools and 35,000
schools across the U.S., provides the system.

The Uvalde shooting is believed to be the
first time the alert system has been deployed in
a mass shooting, but some Robb Elementary
teachers have said they never received the alert

In 2019, Texas lawmakers enacted school

or it was delayed. Some said they later found it
in spam.

State Sen. Donna Campbell, R-New
Braunfels, an emergency room doctor, asked
during the Tuesday hearing why there wasn’t
a code system for announcements like in hos-
pitals. Sen. Judith Zaffirini, D-Laredo, shared
concerns from a fourth grade Robb Elementary
teacher.

The teacher posted in a private Facebook
group that she and some others heard gun-
shots before getting the lockdown notification.
Although she later found the alert in her spam
folder, some teachers said they never received it,
she said.

“That system failed us terribly,” the teacher
told me, saying she thought the intercom system
would have made a difference.

It’s unclear if Uvalde CISD protocol also
called for an intercom announcement. School
officials have not responded to my repeated re-
quests for interviews and information.

In reply to the post, another teacher said she
went into lockdown to the sound of gunshots:
“The system should be tossed out and never
used again.”

But David Rogers, spokesperson for Raptor
Technologies, told me the emergency manage-
ment alert app did what it is designed to do. He
gave me a demo and provided a timeline: At 11:32
a.m., within one minute of the shooter entering
the school, the principal pressed a red button on
a phone app to initiate the alert to cellphones,
computers and tablets.

“We've spent a really significant effort in



terms of building a highly reliable platform that
does what it’s supposed to do. And in this case,
that is what happened,” Rogers said, adding the
district had no complaints.

During the hearing, Texas Department of
Public Safety Director Steve McCraw recom-
mended a more centralized alert system. He’s
correct. Schools shouldn’t only rely on the
notification app. The app can be integrated with
panic buttons, strobes and sirens, Rogers said.

Lockdown announcements via intercom are

crucial. Technology can fail. Some teachers may
not have their device settings correct. They are
also busy and often discouraged from looking at
their phones or computers during class.

Discontinuing the use of Raptor’s emergency
alert product, which costs about $1,800 per year
for districts, wouldn’t be the best move. Many
staff got the alerts. Schools must utilize every
tool they can get, not just one or the other.

For lawmakers and school leaders, there is
nothing more urgent than securing schools.
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In 2019, Texas lawmakers
enacted school security mea-
sures that lacked teeth and
adequate funding. The state’s
lax gun laws allowed a deeply
troubled 18-year-old to purchase
assault weapons and ammo in
May. Then law

failed to save the 19 students
and two teachers he brutally
murdered.

There are so many failures at
Robb Elementary School in
Uvalde that it is natural to focus
on the most egregious. But even
the smallest decisions weigh
heavy in mass shootings.

Before the next shooting,
schools must better fortify facil-
ities and update active shooter
protocols. No school official can
claim a shooting could not hap-
pen in their district.
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Texas Education Agency Com-
missioner Mike Morath and
others detailed renewed focus
on incident response, facilities
access control and behavioral
threat assessment.

The alert system is critical.
Part of the Uvalde school dis-
trict's security effort s a silently
activated mobile panic alarm.
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teachers have said
they never received
the alert or it was
delayed. Some said
they later found it in

State Sen. Donna
Campbell, R-New
Braunfels, an emer-
gency room doctor,
asked during the
Tuesday hearing
why there wasn't a
code system for announcements
like in hospitals. Sen. Judith
Zaffirini, D-Laredo, shared
concerns from a fourth grade
Robb Elementary teacher.

The teacher posted in a pri-
vate Facebook group that she
and some others heard gun-
shots before getting the lock-
down notification. Although
she later found the alert in her
spam folder, some teachers said
they never received it, she said.

“That system failed us ter-
ribly,” the teacher told me, say-
ing she thought the intercom
system would have made a
difference.

It's unclear if Uvalde CISD
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not received or
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lockdown to the
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happened,” Rogers said, adding
the district had no complaints.
During the hearing, Texas
Department of Public Safety
Director Steve McCraw recom-
mended a more centralized alert
system. He's correct. Schools
shouldn't only rely on the notifi-
cation app. The app can be
integrated with panic buttons,
strobes and sirens, Rogers said.
Lockdown announcements
via intercom are crucial. Tech-
nology can fail. Some teachers
‘may not have their device set-
tings correct. They are also

But David Rogers, spokespe
son for Raptor Technologies,
told me the emergency manage-
‘ment alert app did what it is
designed to do. He gave me a
demo and provided a timeline:
At11:32 a.m., within one minute
of the shooter entering the
school, the principal pressed a
red button on a phone app to
initiate the alert to cellphones,
computers and tablets.

“We've spent a really signif-
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does what it’s supposed to do.
And in this case, that is what

busy and often
from looking at their phones or
computers during class.

Discontinuing the use of
Raptor’s emergency alert prod-
uct, which costs about $1,800
per year for districts, wouldn't
be the best move. Many staff got
the alerts. Schools must utilize
every tool they can get, not just
one or the other.

For lawmakers and school
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Tears of joy, sorrow

April Elrod and daughter Cayden Seiler, 13, bug as they share memories of Makenna Elrod, 10,

at their home.

By Nancy M. Preyor-Johnson

VALDE — Makenna Elrod didn’t want
her big sister Kadence Kubish to gradu-

ate from high school and go off to college.

She wrote this in a letter she handed her “sissy”
in the Robb Elementary hallway on May 23.
That morning’s senior walk at Robb was full
of excitement and possibility. Robb Elementary
kids treated the Uvalde High School seniors like
celebrities. There were cheers, high-fives, letters
and candy. It was a celebratory day full of life.
Kadence, 17, could hear Makenna, 10, call to
her in the hall outside her classroom — “Sissy.

Sissy. Sissy. Sissy!” — but she struggled to find
her little sister in a sea of elementary students
and seniors in maroon caps and gowns.

Finally, Makenna tugged on Kadence’s gown.

They hugged. They posed for a photo. And
Makenna handed her the letter. As Kadence
walked away, she could hear Makenna tell her
friends: “This is my sissy! This is my sister!”

Despite her dyslexia, Makenna wrote a lot of
letters and stories about family, friends, life and
love. Busy with senior class fun and life, Ka-
dence merely glanced at the front of this letter.



And then came May 24. Makenna was one of
19 children and two teachers murdered at Robb
Elementary School. Mourning and grieving,
shocked by the massacre, Kadence remembered
the letter and read her little sister’s words:

“I love you I do not want you to move I want
to see you evre day why do you have to have
good grae’s Becuse you can get a 20 on your ster
test and you can stey with me I’am going to miss
yOUu SO SO SO SO SO SO SO SO SO SO SO S0 SO 0 much
I love you so much! Love you - makenna to: sis”

Sixteen hand-drawn hearts filled the page.

Now, Kadence — and the whole family —
treasure this letter and cling to it, a symbol of
Makenna’s youthful light in a dark world.

‘Let’s be happy for sissy’

On June 24, one month after the massacre,
Kadence was finally graduating. But there was
no graduation party. There will be no summer
vacation. Life without Makenna hurts too much.

On graduation day, it seemed the whole town
showed up, some people wearing Uvalde Strong
T-shirts, to fill the home stands at the Honey
Bowl stadium. The day was heavy. The 100-de-
gree heat was oppressive.

Kadence’s and Makenna’s parents — April
Elrod, a teacher at another Uvalde elementa-
ry school, and Jacob Kubish, the Uvalde CISD
maintenance supervisor — have raised their six
children from previous marriages together for
about five years.

They live on a Uvalde farm homestead with
six dogs, chickens, two rabbits, two guinea pigs,
a cat and a leopard gecko.

Kadence, a blonde, blue-eyed cheerleader
who works as a gymnastics coach and as man-
ager of a nutrition shake store, was graduating
with honors. A top-10 percent student, she
adorned her cap to honor Makenna: Purple
flowers for Makenna’s favorite color. Makenna’s
photo affixed to a tassel charm.

The family did its best to focus on Kadence’s
graduation. This was her day and they were
proud. But grief — the absence of Makenna —
was inescapable.

“We miss her,” April Elrod said. “My whole
body aches for her. We miss her every day.
There’s a hole.”

This hole can’t be filled, but Makenna’s

family has found comfort where it can: A fluffy
new cat, June. Makenna’s initials and a purple
butterfly now tattooed on Jacob’s arm. Eighteen
bears from Build-a-Bear that have Makenna’s
voice saying, “I love you.” A letter from her
friend Maya Zamora, who was injured in the
shooting, reminding Makenna not to forget to
bring more homemade deer jerky to school.

Kadence often wept when she spoke of
Makenna. But on this day, she found strength
to experience moments of joy. She took selfies,
danced and hugged.

She spoke of her promising new start at
Texas A&M University-San Antonio, where she
was awarded a full scholarship plus acceptance
into the Presidents Leadership Class, another
$1,000 per semester. She will move into a dorm
next month.

Jacob lamented how they had lost Makenna
— and how Kadence would be moving away. In a
way, he reflected Makenna’s letter.

“We are happy that she’s graduating but sure
not happy about her going. You know?” Jacob
said, his voice breaking. “I mean, Kadence is
moving off and Makenna’s not here, and I just
don’t know.”

When Jacob’s parents tried to take a group
photo with Kadence before she left for the grad-
uation ceremony, 8-year-old Holden Elrod, Mak-
enna’s younger brother, stalled and cried.

“Let’s be happy for sissy,” Jacob said, his
voice breaking.

Kadence, wearing her cap and gown, hugged
and comforted Holden.

So much to remember

Before the ceremony, Kadence and her fami-
ly sat in their living room, photos of their blend-
ed family displayed under the words, “Better
together. This is us.”

They spoke of memories good, funny and
lovely — of what made Makenna extraordinary.

April cried as she looked at Makenna’s class
photo. She pointed out Makenna and other
children killed: Alithia Ramirez, Eliahna Garcia,
Amerie Jo Garza, Tess Mata, Jailah Silguero, Ne-
vaeh Bravo, Jacklyn Cazares, Maranda Mathis
and Maite Rodriguez.

It wasn’t surprising Makenna gave her big
sister a letter before graduation.



The child, who took 30 extra minutes to leave
softball games because she had to hug everyone
goodbye, often wrote letters and stories. After
Makenna’s death, her family found some letters
they hadn’t seen. As they read these letters, they
laughed, cried, remembered.

Kadence had this part of a letter memorized:
“My sissy is so beautiful. I think she’s more
beautiful than me — and I’'m beautiful, so she
must be one good lookin’ lady!”

There was a gushing “love story” Makenna
wrote about her boyfriend.

“I like a boy. ... He is so cute. His hair is so soft
and perfect. We are so cute together. He said he
wanted to be my boyfriend and 1 said yes so standing
here right now today, we are right here together and
I am so happy.”

There was a poem April struggled to read:
“To mom from Makenna. The poem of me and you.

I love you so much. I cannot let you go. And you are
the best mom ever in the Earth. I love you so much
mom. You are the best. I love you mom.”

Again and again, the family returned to
moments before, during and after the shooting.
Even the most insignificant moments — like a
trip to the store for bubbles the morning of the
shooting — now loomed huge.

“Mom, tomorrow is Bubble Day. I need bub-
bles,” Makenna had said the night before the
shooting, on their drive home from her softball
game.

April told Makenna they would wake up ear-
ly to get them before school. But Makenna didn’t
want to go to bed, and she kept running into her
mom’s room and giving her “the biggest, wettest
kisses.”

“Don’t you wipe it off!” Makenna told her
after the final kiss of the night.

April remembers hearing the patter of her
daughter’s feet.

The next morning, heading to H-E-B to get
those bubbles, Makenna said she dreaded sum-
mer school. April held her daughter’s hand.
Summer school would pass quickly, she said.

And then came drop-off.

April told Makenna and Holden she loved
them and to have a good day. She watched Mak-
enna walk away, her backpack heavy with a gi-
ant bottle of bubbles. A box of four doughnuts in
her hands. Makenna stopped to greet everyone.

May 24

April teaches at Dalton Elementary School.
When she received the alert for a lockdown, she
assumed it was an immigration alert. She did
her best to keep her first-graders busy, but she
was terrified for Makenna and Holden.

April received a text from Holden’s teacher.
He was safe. She kept texting and calling Mak-
enna, but heard nothing. She and another teach-
er, Veronica Mata, mother of Tess Mata, drove
separately to Robb to find their children.

In the maintenance office, Jacob heard there
were shots fired at Robb and arrived at the
school at 11:53 a.m., delivering the keys to law
enforcement. April was calling him, he said,
“and I’'m just looking at everything and saying,
‘“This is crazy here.” I didn’t even know what
to say. I just kept telling her, ‘Baby, it’s crazy
here.”

Later, at the funeral home across the street
from Robb Elementary, near where the shooter
crashed his vehicle, Jacob checked out a small
covered body on ice. “I just had to look to make
sure it wasn’'t Makenna. And it wasn’t,” he said.
“For a second, I was relieved, you know?”

April went to Uvalde Memorial Hospital and
initially found similar relief in a sea of chaos
and sadness. “They were calling out names, and
I was relieved that she wasn’t there, and I was
like, ‘Oh, thank goodness she’s not here. She
hasn’t been shot,” April said.

But she couldn’t find Makenna.

Time passed and Makenna’s sisters and
brother waited at their aunt’s house. As they
watched the news for updates, her 15-year-old
sister, Cailey Seiler, tracked Makenna’s Apple
Watch and saw it had never left the classroom.

It was 10 p.m. when April, Jacob, and Mak-
enna’s father, Chris Seiler, learned Makenna
was dead.

Her body was found, along with three other
children, in the embrace of her teacher, Irma
Garcia. The gunshots went through Garcia’s
chest and then Makenna’s.

“It gives me a little bit of peace knowing she
was being held and Mrs. Garcia was praying
with them and that she went from being held
and loved by her teacher to Heaven’s gate,” April
said.



Love and faith

Makenna was buried on June 4 in a long
purple dress. Butterflies, which Makenna loved,
were on her purple casket. The family released
butterflies that clung to their clothes.

Now, the family is focused on taking the next
step, however small or big or vulnerable it is.

“We don’t have to move on or move past this
or whatever — we just have to keep moving,”
Jacob said.

The week of Kadence’s graduation, Jacob,
an Army veteran and hunter, returned to work.
On the first day, seeing his office just as he left
it the day of the shooting hit him hard. And as
the maintenance supervisor, there are constant
reminders of Robb.

“Talk is everywhere about it,” he said. “Mov-
ing stuff from there, taking stuff from there. I
had six pallets of toys and stuff I had to go deliv-
er for the kids from Robb. It’s constant.”

Sometimes he can only work for a few hours.
Sometimes it’s just for a few days a week.

Kadence’s graduation was another step.

Kadence said at first, when the school can-
celed graduation, she didn’t care.

“I was like, if she wasn’t going to be there,
then I really didn’t care to do it,” she said.

But she changed her mind, saying it felt
“wrong” to not take part in the graduation be-
cause of the tragedy.

“We can’t change our entire life and the way

we live because somebody did something and
ruined so many families,” she said.

Sitting on her bed adjusting her cap, her
voice trembled and her eyes filled with tears.

“I just wish she got the chance to do all the
things we will get to do,” she said.

Her voice strengthened as she spoke of her
faith.

“T've always believed, but I wasn’t very strong
in my walk with God and my faith and that kind
of thing, but after all this, it’s like something
that’s really been helping me,” she said. “If there’s
anywhere besides here with us that I'd want her
to be, that’s where I'd want her to be — with God.
And that’s where she’s at. I know she is.”

The family credits Makenna for their stronger
faith. A few months before her death, Makenna
was asking about God. She downloaded a Bible
app and said she wanted to be baptized. She often
belted out “The Lion and the Lamb” in the shower.

One touchstone for the family is thinking of
how Makenna would want them to live. She’d
want them to focus on their love and faith. She’d
want them to feel the words in her graduation
letter to Kadence.

“It’s all that’s been getting us through,” April
said. “It makes no sense why this happened, but
one day we will know.”

“We have more love between us than you can
ever imagine. There’s tons of love in this house,”
Jacob said. “And we have faith that Makenna’s in
that place that she’d been singing about.”
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MASSACRE IN UVALDE

Police chief for schools
resigns from City Council

Arredondo faced pressure after response to shooting

By Sig Christenson
STAFF WRITER

Pedro “Pete” Arredondo, the
schools police chief in charge of the
botched law enforcement response
to the May 24 school shooting in
Uvalde, won a City Council seat two
and a half weeks before the massa-
cre.

Many Uvalde residents turned
against Arredondo in the weeks af-
ter the killing of 19 students and two
teachers at Robb Elementary
School, with some calling for his
ouster from council.

Arredondo quietly resigned Sat-
urday, bowing to the pressure.

Not that he’s had much of a pres-
enceat City Hall. He was sworn in as

Arredondo

the District 3 councilman during a
private ceremony a week after the
shooting and hasn't attended a sin-
gle meeting since then.

As the weekend began, residents
were stunned, learning of his resig-
nation from the Uvalde Leader-
News. Inaletter sent Saturday after-
noon to the city secretary, Arredon-
do said the mayor, council members
and city staff “must con-

Chief quits continues on A26

Tears of joy, sorrow

As one daughter graduates, family aches for another,
who was stolen from them in senseless mass shooting

Photos by Sam Owens/Staff photographer

April Elrod and daughter Cayden Seiler, 13, hug as they share memories of Makenna Elrod, 10, at their home.

By Nancy M.
Preyor-Johnson
EXPRESS-NEWS COLUMNIST

'VALDE — Makenna El-
U rod didn’t want her big
sister Kadence Kubish
to graduate from high school
and go offto college. She wrote
this in a letter she handed her
“sissy” in the Robb Elementa-
ry School hallway on May 23.
That morning’s senior walk
at Robb was full of excitement
and possibility. Robb Elemen-
tary kids treated the Uvalde
High School seniors like celeb-
rities. There were cheers, high-
fives, letters and candy. It was
a celebratory day full of life.
Kadence, 17, could hear Ma-
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Kadence Kubish, 17, shares a laugh with brother
Holden Elrod, 8, before her graduation ceremony.

1.6

kenna, 10, call to her in the hall
outside her classroom — “Sis-
sy. Sissy. Sissy. Sissy!” — but
she struggled to find her little
sister in a sea of elementary
students and seniors in ma-
roon caps and gowns.

Finally, Makenna tugged on
Kadence’s gown.

They hugged. They posed
for a photo. And Makenna
handed her the letter. As Ka-
dence walked away, she could
hear Makenna tell her friends:
“This is my sissy! This is my
sister!”

Despite her dyslexia, Ma-
kenna wrote a lot of letters and
stories about family, friends,
life and love. Kadence, busy

Family continues on A24
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The Musicians of the San
Antonio Symphony nonprofit
are planning a full season of
shows starting in September.

Waiting
follows
demise of
symphony

By Deborah Martin

STAFF WRITER

The San Antonio Symphony
may be gone, but the city’s clas-
sical music fans have not been
entirely forgotten.

The demise of the symphony
left big questions in its wake.
‘Will other groups try to fill the
void? And will funders back
those efforts?

There are no clear answers,
but it’s been just two weeks
since the Symphony Society of
San Antonio, the nonprofit that
ran the orchestra, announced
that it had initiated Chapter 7
bankruptcy proceedings. The
83-year-old orchestra was shut
down for good after a strike that
scuttled its 2021-22 season.

The musicians and organiza-
tions most closely associated
with the orchestra have made
clear that they intend to carry
on. Other groups are closely
monitoring what comes next.
And the resident companies at
the Tobin Center for the Per-
forming Arts are reviewing
their options for live music for
productions that the symphony
played for in the past.

The only organization to take
a big step forward so far to keep
the music playing is Musicians
of the San Antonio Symphony
(MOSAS). The nonprofit, creat-
ed while the musicians were on
strike, presented a three-con-
cert series at First Baptist
Church in the spring. Now the
musicians are planning a full
season there starting in Septem-
ber. They also will perform in
schools.

They haven’t pursued fund-
ing from corporations or foun-
dations — yet. They've focused
instead on individuals, said bas-
soonist Brian Petkovich, presi-
dent of the MOSAS Perfor-
‘mance Fund. A program for one
of the spring concerts included a
list of about 75 donors.

“We didn’t want to aggres-
sively pursue donors that the

Symphony continues on A25
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“We miss her. My whole body aches for ber. We miss her every day. There’s a bole.”

Briar Kubish, 7, and brother Holden Elrod, 8, eat lunch at home
where a photo of their sister Makenna Elrod, 10, is displayed.

April Elrod, mother of Mckenna Elrod

Jacob Kubish shows the tattoo he recently got to honor his
daughter Makenna Elrod. It features her initials and a butterfly.

Photos by Sam Owens/Staff photographer

April Elrod watches her 17-year-old daughter Kadence Kubish prepare for her Uvalde High School graduation ceremony last month.

FAMILY

From page Al

with senior class fun and life,
merely glanced at the front of this
letter.

And then came May 24. Ma-
kenna was one of 19 children and
two teachers murdered at Robb
FElementary School. Mourning
and grieving, shocked by the
massacre, Kadence remembered
the letter and read her little sis-
ter’s words:

“Ilove you I do not want you to
move I want to see you evre day
why do you have to have good
grae’s Becuse you can get a 20 on
your ster test and you can stey with
‘me Tam going to miss you 50505050
50 50 50 50 50 50 50 50 50 50 much I
love you so much! Love you - ma-
kenna to: sis”

Sixteen hand-drawn hearts
filled the page.

Now, Kadence — and the
‘whole family — treasure this let-
ter and cling to it, a symbol of
Makenna’s youthful light in a
dark world.

‘Let’s be happy for sissy’

On June 24, one month after
the massacre, Kadence was fi-
nally graduating. But there was
no graduation party. There will

no summer vacation. Life
without Makenna hurts too

much.
On graduation day, it seemed
the whole town showed up,
some people wearing Uvalde
Strong T-shirts, to fill the home
stands at Honey Bowl Stadium.
‘The day was heavy. The 100-de-
gree heat was oppressive.
Kadence and Makenna’s par-
ents — April Elrod, a teacher at
another  Uvalde ~elementary
school, and Jacob Kubish, the
maintenance supervisor for
Uvalde Consolidated Indepen-
dent School District — have
raised their six children from
previous marriages together for

April Elrod, from left, sits with Holden, Briar and their sibling Cailey Seiler, 15, as they pass

the time in their living room before going to Kadence's graduation ceremony.

about five years.

They live on a Uvalde farm
homestead with six dogs,
chickens, two rabbits, two
guinea pigs, a catand a leopard

0.

Kadence, a blond, blue-eyed
cheerleader who works as a
gymnastics coach and as man-
ager of a nutrition shake store,
was graduating with honors. A
top 10 percent student, she
adorned her cap to honor Ma-
kenna: Purple flowers for Ma-
kenna’s favorite color. Maken-
na's photo affixed to a tassel
charm.

The family did its best to fo-
cus on Kadence's graduation.
This was her day, and they
were proud. But grief — the ab-
sence of Makenna — was ines-
capable.

“We miss her,” April said.
“My whole body aches for her.
We miss her every day. There's

Sisters
Kadence
Kubish, 17,
and Makenna
Elrod, 10,
pose fora
photo during
senior walk
for the

graduating
class at Robb
Elementary
School, a day
before the
shooting
there.
Teacher Eva
Mireles, who
also died in
the shooting,
is in the
background.

Courtesy
photo

ahole.”

This hole can't be filled, but
Makenna’s family has found
comfort where it can: A
new cat, June. Makenna's initials
and a purple butterfly now tat-
tooed on Jacob's arm. Eighteen
bears from Build-a-Bear that
have Makenna’s voice saying, “I
love you.” A letter from her
friend Maya Zamora, who was
injured in the shooting, remind-
ing Makenna not to forget to
bring more homemade deer
jerky to school.

Kadence often wept when she
spoke of Makenna. But on this
day, she found strength to expe-
rience moments of joy. She took
selfies, danced and hugged

She spoke of her promising
new start at Texas A&M Univer-
sity-San Antonio, where she was
awarded a full scholarship plus
acceptance into the Presidents
Leadership ~ Class, another
$1,000 per semester. She will
move into a dorm next month.

Jacob lamented how they had
lost Makenna — and how Ka-
dence would be moving away. In
a way, he reflected Makenna’s
letter.

“Weare happy that she’s grad-
uating but sure not happy about
her going. You know?” Jacob
said, his voice breaking. “I
mean, Kadence is moving off
and Makenna’s not here, and 1
just don’t know.”

When Jacob’s parents tried to
take a group photo with Ka-
dence before she left for the
graduation ceremony, 8-year-
old Holden Elrod, Makenna’s
younger brother, stalled and
cried.

“Let’s be happy for sissy” Ja-
cob said, his voice breaking.

Kadence, wearing her cap and
gown, hugged and comforted
Holden.

So much to remember
Before the ceremony, Kadence
and her family sat in their living
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Kadence Kubish poses for a picture with her diploma as a friend embraces her father, Jacob,
right, after Uvalde High School’s graduation ceremony at Honey Bowl Stadium.

room, photos of their blended
family displayed under the

ords, “Better together. This
isus.”

They spoke of memories
good, funny and lovely — of
what made Makenna extraor-
dinary.

April cried as she looked at
Makenna’s class photo. She
pointed out Makenna and
other children killed: Alithia
Ramirez, Eliahna Garcia,
Amerie Jo Garza, Tess Mata,
Jailah Silguero, Nevaeh Bravo,
Jacklyn Cazares, Maranda
Mathis and Maite Rodriguez.

It wasn't surprising that
Makenna gave her big sister a
letter before graduation.

The child, who took 30 ex-
tra minutes to leave softball
games because she had to hug
everyone  goodbye, often
wrote letters and stories. Af-
ter Makenna’s death, her fam-
ily found some letters they
hadn't seen. As they read
these letters, they laughed,
cried, remembered.

Kadence had this part of a
letter memorized: “My sissy is
sobeautiful. I think she’smore
beautiful than me — and I'm
beautiful, so she must be one
good lookin’ lady!”

There was a gushing “love
story” Makenna wrote about
her boyfriend.

“I like a boy. ... He is so cute.
His hair is so soft and perfect. We
are so cute together. He said he
wanted to be my boyfriend and 1
said yes so standing here right
now today, we are right here to-
gether and T am so happy.”

There was a poem April
struggled to read: “To mom
from Makenna. The poem of me
and you. I love you so much. I
cannot let you go. And you are
the best mom ever in the Earth.
love you so much mom. You are
the best. I love you mom.”

Again and again, the family
returned to moments before,
during and after the shooting.
Even the most insignificant
moments — such as a trip to
the store for bubbles the
morning of the shooting —
now loomed huge.

“Mom, tomorrow is Bubble
Day. I need bubbles,” Maken-
na had said the night before
the shooting, on their drive
home from her softball game.

April told Makenna they
would wake up early to get
them before school. But Ma-
kenna didn’t want to go to
bed, and she kept running in-
to her mom’s room and giving
her “the biggest, wettest Kiss-

“Don’t you wipe it offt” Ma-
kenna told her after the final
kiss of the night.

she said.

And then came drop-off.

April told Makenna and
Holden she loved them and to
have a good day. She watched
Makenna walk away, her
backpack heavy with a giant
bottle of bubbles. A box of
four doughnuts in her hands.
Makenna stopped to greet ev-
eryone.

May 24

April teaches at Dalton Ele-
mentary School. When she
received the alert for a lock-
down, she assumed it was an
immigration alert. She did her
best to keep her first-graders
busy, but she was terrified for
Makenna and Holden.

April received a text from
Holden’s teacher. He was safe.
She kept texting and calling
Makenna, but heard nothing.
She and another teacher, Ve-
ronica Mata, mother of Tess
Mata, drove separately to
Robb to find their children.

In the maintenance office,
Jacob heard there were shots
fired at Robb and arrived at
the school at 1:53 a.m., deliv-
ering the keys to law enforce-
ment. April was calling him,
he said, “and I'm just looking
at everything and saying,
“This is crazy here.” I didn’t
even know what to say. I just
kept telling her, ‘Baby, it’s cra-
2y here.”

Later, at the funeral home
across the street from Robb
Elementary, near where the
shooter crashed his vehicle,
Jacob checked outa small cov-
ered body on ice. “I just had to
look to make sure it wasn't
Makenna. And it wasn't,” he
said. “For a second, I was re-
lieved, you know?”

April went to Uvalde Me-
morial Hospital and initially
found similar relief in a sea of
chaos and sadness. “They
were calling out names, and I
was relieved that she wasn't
there, and I was like, ‘Oh,
thank goodness she’s not
here. She hasn’t been shot,”
April said.

But she couldn’t find Ma-
kenna.

Time passed and Maken-
na’s sisters and brother wait-
ed at their aunt’s house. As
they watched the news for up-
dates, her 15-year-old sister,
Cailey Seiler, tracked Maken-
na's Apple Watch and saw
that it had never left the class-
room.

It was 10 p.m. when April,
Jacob and Makenna’s father,
Chris Seiler, learned Maken-
na was dead.

Her body was found, along
with three other children, in

April hearin,
the patter of her daughter’s
feet.

The next morning, heading
to H-E-B to get those bubbles,
Makenna said she dreaded
summer school. April held
her daughter’s hand. Summer
school would pass quickly,

f her teacher, Ir-
ma Garcia. The gunshots
went through Garcia’s chest
and then Makenna’s.

“It gives me a little bit of
peace knowing she was being
held and Mrs. Garcia was
praying with them and that
she went from being held and

April Elrod comforts daughter Cayden Seiler, 13, as both are

overcome by emotion after the

loved by her teacher to heav-
en’s gate,” April said.

Love and faith

Makenna was buried on
June 4 in a long purple dress.
Butterflies, which Makenna
loved, were on her purple cas-
ket. The family released but-
terflies that clung to their
clothes.

Now, the family is focused
on taking the next step, how-
ever small or big or vulnera-
ble it is.

“We don’t have to move on
or move past this or whatever
— we just have to keep mov-
ing,” Jacob said.

The week of Kadence's
graduation, Jacob, an Army
veteran and hunter, returned
to work. On the first day, see-
ing his office just as he left it
the day of the shooting hit him
hard. And as the maintenance
supervisor, there are constant
reminders of Robb.

“Talk is everywhere about
it” he said. “Moving stuff
from there, taking stuff from
there. I had six pallets of toys
and stuff1 had to go deliver for
the kids from Robb. It's con-
stant.”

Sometimes he can work for
only a few hours. Sometimes
it’s just for a few days a week.

Kadence’s graduation was
another step.

Kadence said that at first,
when the school canceled
graduation, she didn't care.

“I'was like, if she wasn't go-
ing to be there, then I really
didn’t care to do it,” she said.

But she changed her mind,
saying it felt “wrong” to not
take part in the graduation be-
cause of the tragedy.

“We can’t change our entire
life and the way we live be-
cause somebody did some-
thing and ruined so many
families,” she said.

Sitting on her bed adjusting
her cap, her voice trembled
and her eyes filled with tears.

“I just wish she got the
chance to do all the things we
will get to do,” she said.

Her voice strengthened as
she spoke of her faith.

“I've always believed, but T
wasn't very strong in my walk
with God and my faith and
that kind of thing, but after all
this, it's like something that's
really been helping me,” she
said. “If there’s anywhere be-
sides here with us that I'd
want her to be, that’s where
T'd want her to be — with God.
And that's where she’s at. I
know she is.”

The family credits Maken-
na for their stronger faith. A
few months before her death,
Makenna was asking about
God. She downloaded a Bible
app and said she wanted to be
baptized. She often belted out
“The Lion and the Lamb” in
the shower.

One touchstone for the
family is thinking of how Ma-
kenna would want them to
live. She'd want them to focus
on their love and faith. She'd
want them to feel the words in
her graduation letter to Ka-
dence.

“It's all that's been getting
us through,” April said. “It
‘makes no sense why this hap-
pened, but one day we will
know.”

“We have more love be-
tween us than you can ever
imagine. There’s tons of love
in this house,” Jacob said.
“And we have faith that Ma-
kenna’sin that place that she'd
been singing about.”

Nancy. Preyor-Jobnson

AP et
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A ‘little light’ still shines

Sister Clarice Suchy, center right, leads a game of Simon Says with campers at the start of Camp
I CAN on Fuly 27 in Uvalde. The mission of this year’s Camp I CAN was to belp the campers find

their inner strength.

By Nancy M. Preyor-Johnson

VALDE — Freshly painted and in-prog-
l | ress murals honoring the teachers and
students murdered in the Robb Elemen-
tary School massacre can be seen outside the St.
Henry de Osso Family Project building. Inside
this building, late last month, divine healing was
in progress for Uvalde children.
It could be seen in the art they made and
heard in their voices, lifted in song.
“This little light of mine, I'm going to let it shine.
All around Uvalde, I'm going to let it shine. ... let

it shine, let it shine, let it shine,” the elementary
students sang as Sister Clarice Suchy strummed
her guitar. They made gestures to “act out” the
music and played tambourines and maracas.

Some smiled.

Darkness has overwhelmed these children
since the May 24 massacre, the second-deadliest
school shooting in America, in which a gunman
murdered 19 children and two teachers, injuring
more than a dozen others.

Amid the anguish and division in Uvalde,



the scene at the Henry de Osso building in the
last week of July offered hope for healing. This
old building, where the air conditioner strug-
gles, became sacred ground for 22 rising third-,
fourth- and fifth-graders, some of whom were in
Robb Elementary classrooms and on the play-
ground when the shooting began.

Two campers survived injuries; another
camper’s best friend and cousin were killed. Ev-
ery student here lost friends and teachers. One
volunteer was a Robb teacher, present the day of
the massacre.

Camp I CAN — Inner strength, Commit-
ment, Awareness, Networking — is the vision of
Sister Dolores Aviles, 67, who grew up in Uvalde
and recently marked 46 years with the Soci-
ety of St. Teresa of Jesus. Catholic Extension, a
nonprofit headquartered in Chicago, and Hustle
Fitness in Uvalde, sponsored the free camp.

Aviles, who holds a master’s degree in edu-
cational leadership, has worked as a teacher and
principal at Catholic schools in Texas and other
states for nearly 50 years. Her latest service is
leading the St. Henry de Osso Family Project
after-school tutoring organization, which began
in 1993 as a home-based program.

The nonprofit hasn’t provided tutoring since
the start of the pandemic, but in the aftermath of
the tragedy, Aviles saw use for its 13,200-square
foot building, built at the turn of the century.

It was once the Uvalde Wool & Mohair Co. In
2008, Texas Gov. Dolph Briscoe’s family donat-
ed the building to the St. Henry de Osso Family
Project.

To get the word out about this camp, Aviles
distributed flyers and placed an ad in the Uvalde
Leader-News. Her mission was to help students
from Robb find their inner strength.

The camp was a massive effort. Aviles, a
Teresian sister, led the program with help from
Suchy, Sister Mary Lou Aldape and 10 sisters
from San Antonio, Kalamazoo and Los Angeles.
Other volunteers from the local community in-
cluded a Robb teacher and her daughter, a Uval-
de college instructor. And some parents helped.

The sisters gently encouraged campers to
pray about the tragedy. They didn’t hesitate.

The children repeated Suchy’s prayer:

“We remember in a special way our friends who
were killed. We remember those who were hurt. We

ask you to bring healing to our hearts, to our fam-
ilies, to our friends and to our town. Help us Jesus
to know that you are always with us. And we turn
to you when we are scared, when we are frightened,
when we are hurting. Help us to know that our par-
ents, and our teachers and other friends are bere to
help us through these times. Amen.”
Again, they sang “This Little Light of Mine.”

Finding strength

Campers began each day together before
splitting into four small groups — White Daisy,
Red Daisy, Star and Peace — for 15-minute sta-
tions of prayer, song, arts, crafts, games, exercise
and mindfulness. At the end of the day, they
would gather again as a group.

“I'm thinking of a word. A word that begins
with F and it ends with N,” Aviles said on the
first day.

“Fun!” the kids yelled.

“That’s what this week is about. It’s about
having fun! Are you ready to have fun?” she
asked.

“Yes! We're ready!”

The second day began with a group photo
and a prayer led by Aviles:

“Thank you Jesus, for being in the center of our
lives. Help us Jesus to be like you. To think like you.
To have fun like you. To love like you. Amen. In the
name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy
Spirit. Amen.”

Then, she reminded them of the fun they had
the day before: cornhole, pingpong, art and play.

The children enjoyed the meals, — chicken
strips from Good-N-Crisp, Little Caesars pizza,
sandwiches, and grilled hot dogs and burgers
cooked by a parent volunteer — but the fellow-
ship that began with prayer was the camp’s es-
sence. It provided comfort and invoked the faith
the sisters believe Uvalde needs to go forward.

“We are on a journey together. We really
have to lean on each other now so we can contin-
ue walking forward. This massacre — this trage-
dy — has broken us all,” Aviles said. “We are
broken earthen vessels and the one that can heal
us is Jesus Christ. He uses us as his instruments
for healing. It’s a process.”

Kathryn Ayala, a Southwest Texas Junior
College psychology instructor who grew up in
Uvalde, volunteered at the camp with her moth-



er, Mary Santos, who taught second grade at
Robb. Santos hid in her classroom with three
other classes that had run inside from the play-
ground.

Throughout the shooting and standoff, Ayala
sat a couple blocks away in her vehicle, trying to
calm herself and support her mom. In texts, she
told her mom she was loved and offered prayers.
She told her mother to model deep breathing
and calm to her students.

Hiding in her classroom, Santos did just this.

Two months later, at the camp, mother and
daughter returned to this practice, leading
children through sensory and deep breathing
exercises.

Students ran their hands through flour and
cake mixes — looking at, feeling and smelling
them — using all senses except taste. They took
balloons and filled them with the cake mix.
Hands on their hearts, they closed their eyes,
slowly squeezing the balloons, breathing deep to
Ayala’s guidance.

Other children could be heard singing “This
Little Light of Mine” in the next room.

“This little light of mine, Hide it under a basket?
No! I’'m going to let it shine. Let it shine, let it shine,
let it shine.”

In their hearts

Every survivor here carries a story of pain
and resilience. Not every victim was shot. Some
were in rooms 111 and 112. Some were in other
wings. Some weren’t even in the building.

Before the shooting, Levi Cervantes, a rising
fourth-grader, had nightmares about someone
turning into an evil robot. He wanted to attend
awards day, which was celebrated the morning
of the shooting May 24, but his mother, Melissa
Cervantes, kept him home. His good friend Jose
Manuel Flores Jr. was murdered in his class-
room that day.

Campers shared their fears on hearts made
out of construction paper. On one side, they
drew their fears. On the other, they drew how
Jesus helps.

“How do you spell Jesus?” Ezekiel Casarez, a
rising third-grader who was a student at Robb,
asked Suchy.

“Jesus. Help me with my fear,” another
camper wrote.

“T hate guns. Don’t sell guns,” wrote Noah
Orona, who was injured in the shooting.

In green crayon, Vivian Trevino, an 11-year-
old rising fifth-grader who attends the Uvalde
Dual Language Academy, wrote about her sec-
ond cousin Eliahna Torres and best friend Maite
Rodriguez, considered a part of her family.

“Hello, Jesus. I just want to say that all I want
is my best friend Sophia Cantu and me, Vivian,
to see my best friend Maite and my cousin Eli-
ahna. Please.”

Her mom, Cassandra Trevino, said the day
after the shooting, she took Vivian to meet So-
phia at Maite’s home. They spent time in Maite’s
bedroom.

Trevino, also the mother of another camper,
rising fourth-grader Soila Trevino, described
grappling with guilt because her children were
OK.

“I’'m holding her, and I felt so guilty. Ana
(Maite’s mother) was just there watching me. I
felt like I should let go, but I couldn’t.”

Day to day

Ten-year-old Noah Orona’s dad, Oscar
Orona, said survivors have been forgotten in the
massacre’s aftermath.

Orona tries to stay away from meetings and
videos, but he recently watched an unedited vid-
eo of the Robb hallway that included children’s
screams. He couldn’t sleep.

“I told myself I wasn’t going to look at that
stuff, but part of me needed to,” he said.

Noah’s teachers, Irma Garcia and Eva Mi-
reles, were murdered shielding their students.
Noah has said he witnessed at least one of his
teachers get shot, his classmates dying, their
mouths full of blood. He saw teeth on the floor.

In the days after his surgery, Noah was con-
cerned about his best friend, Samuel Salinas.
The two were together in photos at the award
ceremony just before the shooting began. Samu-
el had suffered shrapnel wounds but was OK.

Noah, one of the first to be shot, missed the
first day of camp because of a therapy appoint-
ment. On the camp’s second day, he stayed close
to Samuel, a rising fifth-grader, as they went
through the stations.

Orona has vivid memories of May 24.

Noah, a rising fifth-grader at Robb, received



a music award that morning — a pleasant sur-
prise. Noah often went to math tutoring instead
of music class, yet Mireles and Garcia chose to
recognize him, “a reflection of those two teach-
ers who cared for him a lot,” Orona said.

Noah wanted to go home after the awards
ceremony, but his dad said he would have to
come to work with him. Besides, it was Bubble
Day. Noah chose to stay at school.

After receiving the shooter alert, Orona
drove to Robb, parking near the funeral home
across the street from the school. He smelled
gunpowder. People ran behind the funer-
al home, yelling, “The shooter’s outside. The
shooter’s outside.”

Searching for his son, he went to the civic
center, where he saw buses and Border Patrol
vans bringing students.

No Noah.

“Who's your son’s teacher?” someone asked.

“One of them is Mireles.”

He was told she was inside, but it was a dif-
ferent Mireles.

Two more buses arrived.

No Noah.

His wife then received a call from the Uvalde
Memorial Hospital emergency room, seeking to
admit Noah. They joined a sea of other panicked
parents and relatives at the hospital.

About 30 to 40 minutes later, they met with
Noah’s pediatrician, Dr. Roy Guerrero, who said
they were airlifting Noah to Methodist Chil-
dren’s Hospital in San Antonio for emergency
surgery.

Orona briefly saw Noah.

“I just broke down. His whole shoulder was
bandaged. I said, ‘Son, how are you?””

“Dad, my clothes are ruined. They’re all
bloody,” Noah said.

“Don’t worry about your clothes,” the father
said.

The bullet had entered Noah’s back and exit-
ed from his shoulder. After a two-hour surgery
and about a week in the hospital, Noah was

released.

But the healing continues. Each week, he
goes to trauma counseling, physical therapy and
occupational therapy. His shoulder may never
look normal.

“A conversation piece,” one doctor said.

Noah’s trauma is so severe, his parents are
careful not to make sudden noises. He doesn’t
want to be left alone. He has sleep tremors.

“We live our life day to day now because we
don’t make plans because we don’t know how
the day will go,” Orona said.

Hard questions, hope

Some students asked Suchy, who has served
with the Teresian sisters in Uvalde since 1990,
what she calls “the hard question”:

“Why does God allow bad things to hap-
pen?”

“I don’t know that I know the answer to that
question,” she said. “But I do know that God
takes events and allows them to change us and
brings out the good of people and gives us the
grace that so even though bad things happen,
God also provides the grace to come together.”

Later, Aviles answered this way: “We know
we have suffering because of sin. But we don’t
have to stay in that suffering. We go through our
calvary. We go through our pain. We feel like we
are crucified, but God doesn’t let us stay cruci-
fied.”

Though darkness endures, some light
shines.

Aviles savors small signs of progress, like
when children smiled and skipped at camp.

“You don’t skip if you’re sad or tired. If you
skip, that’s a sign of happiness. Oh, Lord, thank
you!” she exclaimed.

Gathered in a circle, campers were asked
to describe in one word how they felt at that
moment. They were happy, excited, joyful and
grateful. The sisters and volunteers were de-
lighted.

Noah, smiling, answered: “I'm blessed.”
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MASSACRE IN UVALDE
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Sister Clarice Suchy, center right, leads a game of Simon Says with campers at the start of Camp I CAN on July
27 in Uvalde. The mission of this year’s Camp I CAN was to help the campers find their inner strength.

Noah Orona writes “I hate guns” on a heart-shaped paper after being prompted to write down his fears during
afaith lesson. Noah was shot and injured during the May 24 massacre at Robb Elementary School.

A ‘little light’ still shines

Children find hope among faith, fellowship during camp

Nancy M. Preyor-Johnson  Expess NEWS COLUMNIST

UVALDE — Freshly painted and
in-progress murals honoring the
teachers and students murdered in
the Robb Elementary School mas-
sacre can be seen outside the St.
Henry de Osso Family Project
building. Inside this building, late
last month, divine healing was in
progress for Uvalde children.

It could be seen in the art they
made and heard in their voices,
lifted in song.

“This little light of mine, I'm going
to let it shine. All around Uvalde, I'm

Learn More at

CreditHuman.com/EarnMore

going to let it shine. ... Let it shine, let
it shine, let it shine,” the elementary
students sang as Sister Clarice
Suchy strummed her guitar. They
made gestures to “act out” the
music and played tambourines and
maracas.

Some smiled.

Darkness has overwhelmed
these children since the May 24
massacre, the second-deadliest
school shooting in U.S. history, in
which a gunman murdered 19
children and two teachers and
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injured more than a dozen others.

Amid the anguish and division
in Uvalde, the scene at the Henry
de Osso building in the last week
of July offered hope for healing.
This old building, where the air
conditioner struggles, became
sacred ground for 22 third-, fourth-
and fifth-graders, some of whom
were in Robb Elementary class-
rooms or on the playground when
the shooting began.

Two campers survived gunshot

Camp continues on A24

School
donation
drawing
scrutiny

Pettit gift raises eyebrows
during his bankruptcy case

By Patrick Danner

STAFF WRITER

At the end of 2016, two representatives of An-
tonian College Preparatory High School paid a
visit to Christopher “Chris” Pettit at his San An-
tonio law office.

The pair — then-Principal Tim Petersen and
alumnus Charles Montemayor — detailed a cap-

ital campaign to fund improve-
ments at the Catholic school in
hopes Pettit would contribute.
While they didn't ask Pettit to
give money during the visit, he
later committed to help fund the
campaign’s first phase — the
conversion of a building on the
Pettit Castle Hills campus to a library,
learning center and six class-
rooms.

The school subsequently named the building
the Pettit Family Center for Academic Excel-
lence. A plaque in the lobby reflects that the
building was dedicated in honor of Pettit’s par-
ents. Pettit and his three brothers graduated
from Antonian.

Pettit’s pledge — $500,000, according to a per-
son familiar with it who did not want to be iden-
tified — is drawing scrutiny in the former San
Antonio attorney’s bankruptcy case as he faces
allegations that he stole millions of dollars from
former clients. Pettit reported about $40.5 mil-
lion in assets and $n2.2 million in liabilities for
himself and his now-defunct law firm in the
massive Chapter 11 case, but so far has been un-

Donation continues on A25

Legal hurdles
follow deported

By Jasper Scherer

STAFF WRITER

Migrants arrested on trespass charges un-
der Gov. Greg Abbott’s border crackdown are
being prosecuted even after they’re deported,
raising concerns from attorneys that their due
process rights are being violated.

In more than 20 cases so far, state-appoint-
ed lawyers have argued that deportations are
preventing their clients from preparing for
state trials or appearing in person to confront
witnesses. Deported migrants are also receiv-
ing orders from trial courts to appear in per-
son for hearings, creating impossible choices
between trying to reenter the country or col-
lecting new charges for not showing, the at-
torneys argue.

Some lower courts have allowed migrants
to appear virtually for procedural hearings
and other matters, which has created its own
logistical hurdles.

“I have clients that appear from shacks in
Honduras and walk to the next village in Mex-
ico to get cell service,” said Kristin Etter, an
attorney with Texas RioGrande Legal Aid, a
nonprofit that is appealing the cases involving
deported migrants.

The prosecutions are part of Operation
Lone Star, Abbott’s plan to fight illegal border

Border continues on A26
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“This little light of mine, 'm going to let it shine. All around Uvalde, I'm going to let it shine,” sing Sister Dolores Aviles, right, and Sister Clarice Suchy.

Eilanna Ortegon, left, and Ezekiel Casarez cheer each other on as they win a
game of fooshall against Aleida Chavez and Sister Marichui Bringas.

CAMP

From page Al

wounds. Another camper’s
best friend and cousin were
Killed. Every student here lost
friends.

Camp I CAN — Inner
strength, Commitment,
Awareness, Networking — is
the vision of Sister Dolores
Aviles, 67, who grew up in
Uvalde and recently marked 46
years with the Society of St.
Teresa of Jesus. Catholic Ex-
tension, a nonprofit head-
quartered in Chicago, and
Hustle Fitness in Uvalde spon-
sored the free camp.

Aviles, who holds a master’s
degree in educational leader-
ship, has worked as a teacher
and principal at Catholic
schools in Texas and other
states for nearly 50 years. Her
latest service is leading the St.
Henry de Osso Family Project
after-school tutoring organiza-
tion, which began in1993 as a
home-based program.

‘The nonprofit hasn’t provid-
ed tutoring since the start of
the pandemic, but in the after-
math of the school shooting,
Aviles envisioned its 13,200~
square-foot building, built at
the turn of the century, as a
place of healing.

It was once the Uvalde Wool
& Mohair Co. In 2008, Gov.
Dolph Briscoe’s family donated
the building to the St. Henry
de Osso Family Project.

To get the word out about
this camp, Aviles distributed
flyers and placed an ad in the
Uvalde Leader-News. Her
mission was to help students
from Robb find their inner
strength.

The camp was a massive
effort. Aviles, a Teresian sister,
led the program with help
from Suchy, Sister Mary Lou
Aldape and 10 sisters from San
Antonio, Kalamazoo, Mich.,
and Los Angeles. Other volun-
teers from the local community
included a Robb teacher who

Rising third-graders Elianna Ortegon, from left, Ezekiel Casarez and Sofia Padilla put their
hands together as they participate in an opening prayer for day three of Camp I CAN.

'was present on the day of the
massacre and her daughter, a
Uvalde college instructor. And
some parents helped.

The sisters gently encour-
aged campers to pray about the
tragedy. They didn't hesitate.

The children repeated Su-
chy’s prayer:

“We remember in a special way
our friends who were killed. We
remember those who were hurt.
We ask you to bring healing to
our hearts, to our families, to our
[friends and to our town. Help us,
Jesus, to know that you are al-
ways with us. And we turn to you
when we are scared, when we are
frightened, when we are hurting.
"Help us to know that our parents,
and our teachers and other
friends are here to help us
through these times. Amen.”

Again, they sang “This Little
Light of Mine.”

Finding strength
Campers began each day

together before splitting into
four small groups — White
Daisy, Red Daisy, Star and
Peace — for 15-minute stations
of prayer, song, arts, crafts,
‘games, exercise and mindful-
ness. At the end of the day,
they would gather again as a

group.

“I'm thinking of a word. A
word that begins with F and it
ends with N,” Aviles said on
the first day.

“Fun!” the kids yelled.

“That’s what this week is
about. It’s about having fun!
Are you ready to have fun?”
she asked.

“Yes! We're ready!”

The second day began with
a group photo and a prayer led
by Aviles:

“Thank you, Jesus, for being in
the center of our lives. Help us,
Jesus, to be like you. To think like
“you. To have fun like you. To love
Tike you. Amen. In the name of
the Father, and of the Son, and of

the Holy Spirit. Amen.”

Then, she reminded them of
the fun they had the day be-
fore: cornhole, pingpong, art
and play.

The children enjoyed the
meals — chicken strips from
Good-N-Crisp, Little Caesars
pizza, sandwiches, and hot
dogs and burgers grilled by a
parent volunteer — but the
fellowship that began with
prayer was the camp’s essence.
It provided comfort and in-
voked the faith the sisters
believe Uvalde needs to go
forward.

“We are on a journey togeth-
er. We really have to lean on
each other now so we can
continue walking forward.
This massacre — this tragedy
— has broken us all,” Aviles
said. “We are broken earthen
vessels, and the one that can
heal us is Jesus Christ. He uses
us as his instruments for heal-
ing. It’s a process.”

White Daisy campers and volunteers sing along to children’s gospel songs
during the second day of Camp I CAN on July 26 in Uvalde.

Kathryn Ayala, a Southwest
Texas Junior College psychol-
ogy instructor who grew up in
Uvalde, volunteered at the
camp with her mother, Mary
Santos, who taught second
grade at Robb. Santos hid in
her classroom with three other
classes that had run inside
from the playground.

Throughout the shooting
and standoff, Ayala sat a cou-
ple blocks away in her vehicle,
trying to calm herself and
support her mom. In texts, she
told her mom she was loved
and offered prayers. She told
her mother to model deep
breathing and calm to her
students.

Hiding in her classroom,
Santos did just that.

Two months later, at the
camp, mother and daughter
returned to this practice, lead-
ing children through sensory
and deep-breathing exercises.

Students ran their hands
through flour and cake mixes
— looking at, feeling and
smelling them — using all
senses except taste. They took
balloons and filled them with
the cake mix. Hands on their
hearts, they closed their eyes,
slowly squeezing the balloons,
breathing deeply, following
Ayala’s guidance.

Other children sang “This
Little Light of Mine” in the
next room.

“This little light of mine —
hide it under a basket? No! I'm
going to let it shine. Let it shine,
let it shine, let it shine.”

In their hearts

Every survivor here carries
astory of pain and resilience.
Not every victim was shot.
Some were in rooms 1 and 12.
Some were in other wings.
Some weren't even in the
building.

Before the shooting, Levi
Cervantes, a rising fourth-
grader, had nightmares about
someone turning into an evil
robot. He wanted to attend
awards day, which was cele-
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Sister Delia Aurora Ibarra Rodriguez of the Diocese of

Photos by Sam Owens/Staff photographer
Mich., watches

Tijerina attempt to sink the eight ball as they compete against each other in a game of pool.

Eilanna Ortegon cheers while playing cornhole with her fellow White Daisy campers. The
children were rotated through games, arts and crafts, fitness and faith activity stations.

brated the morning of the
shooting May 24, but his moth-
er, Melissa Cervantes, kept him
‘home. His good friend Jose
Manuel Flores Jr. was mur-
dered in his classroom that day.

Campers shared their fears
on hearts made out of con-
struction paper. On one side,
they drew their fears. On the
other, they drew how Jesus
helps.

“How do you spell Jesus?"
Ezekiel Casarez, a rising third
grader who was a student at
Robb, asked Suchy.

“Jesus. Help me with my
fear,” another camper wrote.

“I hate guns. Don't sell
guns,” wrote Noah Orona, who
was injured in the shooting.

In green crayon, Vivian
‘Trevino, an 1-year-old rising
fifth grader who attends the
Uvalde Dual Language Acade-
‘my, wrote about her second
cousin Eliahna Torres and best
friend Maite Rodriguez, con-
sidered a part of her family.
Both girls were killed in the
‘mass shooting.

“Hello, Jesus. I just want to
say that il I want is my best
friend Sophia Cantu and me,
Vivian, to see my best friend
Maite and my cousin Eliahna.
Please.”

Her mom, Cassandra Trevi-
o, said she took Vivian to
‘meet Sophia at Maite’s home
the day after the shooting.
They spent time in Maite's
bedroom.

Trevino, also the mother of
another camper, rising fourth-
grader Soila Trevino, described
grappling with guilt because
her children were OK.

“I'm holding her, and I felt
so guilty. Ana (Maite’s mother)
was just there watching me. I
felt like I should let go, but I
couldn’t.”

Day to day

Ten-year-old Noah Orona’s
dad, Oscar Orona, said survi-
vors have been forgotten in the
‘massacre’s aftermath.

Orona tries to stay away
from meetings and videos, but
he recently watched an unedit-
ed video of the Robb hallway
that included children’s
sereams. He couldn't sleep.

“I told myself T wasn't going
to look at that stuff, but part of
me needed to,” he said.

Noah's teachers, Irma Garcia
and Eva Mireles, were mur-
dered shielding their students.
Noah, who recovered from his
‘wounds at Methodist Chil-
dren’s Hospital in San Antonio,
has said he witnessed at least
one of his teachers get shot, his

classmates dying, their mouths
full of blood. He saw teeth on
the floor.

In the days after his surgery,
Noah was concerned about his
best friend, Samuel Salinas.
The two were together in
photos at the award ceremony
just before the shooting began.
Samuel had suffered shrapnel
wounds but was OK.

Noah, one of the first to be
shot, missed the first day of
camp because of a therapy
appointment. On the camp’s
second day, he stayed close to
Samuel, a rising fifth grader,
as they went through the sta-
tions.

Orona has vivid memories
of May 24.

Noah, a rising fifth grader at
Robb, received a music award
that morning — a pleasant
surprise. Noah often went to
math tutoring instead of music
class, yet Mireles and Garcia
chose to recognize him, “a
reflection of those two teachers
who cared for him a lot,” Oro-
na said.

Noah wanted to go home
after the awards ceremony, but
his dad said he would have to
come to work with him. Be-
sides, it was Bubble Day. Noah
chose to stay at school.

After receiving the shooter
alert, Orona drove to Robb,
parking near the funeral home
across the street from the
school. He smelled gun pow-
der. People ran behind the
funeral home, yelling, “The
shooter’s outside. The shoot-
er’s outside.”

Searching for his son, he
went to the civic center, where
he saw buses and Border Pa-
trol vans bringing students.

No Noah.

“Who's your son's teacher?”
someone asked.

“One of them is Mireles.”

He was told she was inside,
but it was a different Mireles.

‘Two more buses arrived.

No Noah.

His wife then received a call
from the Uvalde Memorial
Hospital emergency room,
seeking to admit Noah. They
joined a sea of other panicked
parents and relatives at the
hospital.

About 30 to 40 minutes
later, they met with Noah's
pediatrician, Dr. Roy Guerrero,
who said they were airlifting
Noah to San Antonio for emer-
gency surgery.

Orona briefly saw Noah.

“I just broke down. His
whole shoulder was bandaged.
I said, ‘Son, how are you?' "

“Dad, my clothes are ruined.

They're all bloody,” Noah said.

“Don’t worry about your
clothes,” the father said.

The bullet had entered No-
ah's back and exited from his
shoulder. After a two-hour
surgery and about a week in
the hospital, Noah was re-
leased.

But the healing continues.
Each week, he goes to trauma
counseling, physical therapy
and occupational therapy. His
shoulder may never look nor-
mal.

“A conversation piece,” one
doctor said.

Noah's trauma is so severe,
his parents are careful not to
make sudden noises. He
doesn’t want to be left alone.
He has sleep tremors.

“We live our life day to day
now because we don’t make
plans because we don’t know
how the day will go,” Orona
said.

Hard questions, hope

Some students asked Suchy,
who has served with the Tere-
sian sisters in Uvalde since
1990, what she calls “the hard
question”:

“Why does God allow bad
things to happen?”

“I don’t know that I know
the answer to that question,”
she said. “But I do know that
God takes events and allows
them to change us and brings
out the good of people and
gives us the grace that so even
though bad things happen,
God also provides the grace to
come together.”

Later, Aviles answered this
way: “We know we have suf-
fering because of sin. But we
don’t have to stay in that suf-
fering. We go through our
Calvary. We go through our
pain. We feel like we are cruci-
fied, but God doesn'’t let us
stay crucified.”

Though darkness endures,
some light shines.

Aviles savors small signs of
progress, like when children
smiled and skipped at camp.

“You don't skip if you're sad
or tired. If you skip, that'’s a
sign of happiness. Oh, Lord,
thank you!” she exclaimed.

Gathered in a circle, camp-
ers were asked to describe in
one word how they felt at that
moment. They were happy,
excited, joyful and grateful.
The sisters and volunteers
were delighted.

Noah, smiling, answered:
“I'm blessed.”

Nancy. Preyor-Jobnson
@express-news.net
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For Uvalde family,
no school on the first

day of school
By Nancy M. Preyor-Johnson

VALDE — The first day of school was
l | Tuesday, but not for Robb Elementary
massacre survivor Miah Cerrillo and
her family. At their home, there was fear instead
of excitement. Anxiety instead of smiling for
pictures at the front door. A day spent at home
instead of in the classroom.

“Everything has gone upside down,” Abigale
Veloz, Miah’s mom, said.

The family of seven spent their day like most
other days since the murders of 19 children and
two teachers on May 24: protecting, supporting
and loving one another in their bright yellow
home a short walk from Robb Elementary.

Miah isn’t ready to return to school. She’s the
11-year-old who testified via video in June to a
U.S. House panel.

“He shot my teacher and told my teacher
‘good night’ and shot her in the head, and then
he shot some of my classmates and then the
whiteboard,” she testified. “He shot my friend
that was next to me and I thought he was going
to come back to the room, so I grabbed the blood
and put it all over me.”

During her testimony, she was asked: “And
you think it’s going to happen again?”

She nodded yes.

Three months after her testimony, she feels
the same, though she now says very little about
that day to anyone, including her counselor.

Miah, who should have started her first day
of fifth grade at Flores Elementary, may never

Tormented by fear, Miah Cerrillo, a Robb
Elementary School shooting survivor, wishes
they could move away from Uvalde.



feel ready.

Anxiety likely was part of the first day of
school for almost every student and family in
Uvalde, but 3,724 students, about 89 percent of
the anticipated enrollment, participated either
in person or virtual.

Their parents prayed for safety and that each
school day would get a bit easier. But for those
whose loved ones were murdered that day, and
those like Miah who survived the shooting, the
day was excruciating, yet another reminder of
all they lost.

Miah’s father, Miguel Cerrillo, doesn’t want
any of their kids to return to school.

“I'm real against it,” he said “I didn’t lose
my daughter, but I don’t want to go through the
same thing. I don’t want to lose my kids.”

Elena Cerrillo, who should have started
fourth grade at Uvalde Elementary, cried and
said she won’t feel safe at school.

Virtual learning is an option, but Veloz, their
mother, remembers how they struggled to learn
online during the pandemic. She hopes the dis-
trict can send a teacher to their home.

Originally, she planned for two of the four
school-age children, the boys, to attend school.
The youngest, Miguel Angel Cerrillo Jr., would
have started per-kindergarten at Dalton Ele-
mentary, and the oldest, Michael Hill, should
have started his senior year at Crossroads Acad-
emy.

They want to go to school in person, and Ve-
loz doesn’t want them to miss out on the school
experience — of being with friends and teachers.

But the night before the first day, there were
rumors of a threat to Uvalde schools, shared
among parents of school shooting survivors.
Veloz changed her mind.

“OK. The kids are definitely not going,” she
said. “Nobody’s going to school. Everyone is
staying home.”

The family struggled to sleep after hearing of
the threat. Miah was nauseated. She felt feverish
and sweaty. “A nervous breakdown,” her mom
said.

Miguel Jr. had been excited the night before,
setting out his Uvalde Strong T-shirt, eager to
begin the new school year.

Veloz and Miguel Cerrillo said Dalton Ele-
mentary’s new security measures seem to make
it safer than other schools — but Miah said it
is not enough. At an earlier meet-the-teacher
night, Miah did her own safety assessment for
her little brother.

Her verdict? “Nope,” she told her parents.

She begged them not to send him to school.
“Please don’t send Jr.,” she pleaded. “He’s little
and if something happens, he won’t know how
to defend himself.”

School — in person, virtual or at home —
must happen for these children, and Uvalde
CISD must work with the family to ensure it
does.

School isn’t the only change. Mom sleeps
with Miah and Dad sleeps in another room with
Miguel Jr., and sometimes Elena sleeps there,
too. The kids can’t play pranks on one another
anymore.

When they shop, the family has a plan for
when Miah feels uncomfortable — say, if she
thinks someone is following her. Mom and Miah
leave to sit in the van while Dad and the other
kids rush to get what they need.

Miah wishes they could move away from
Uvalde. She is tormented by fear — especially
at night. So she tries to stay awake. When she
hears noises, she asks her family to check the
Ring camera, other rooms or the yard.

“She knows he’s not alive, but she feels like
he’s coming,” Veloz said.

During her showers, Miah props the bath-
room door open with a can of air freshener and
the boys stay away to give her privacy. Veloz sits
on the couch steps away to listen for when she
calls out to check if she’s there.

This is progress. Before, Veloz had to keep
her arm inside the door so it was visible to Miah.
She periodically tapped the door because Miah
needed to know she was there.

She was. She is. They all are.
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OPINION

I'm real against it. I didn’t lose my daughter, but I don’t want to go through
the same thing. I don’t want to lose my kids.”

Miguel Cerrillo

For Uvalde family, no school
on the first day of school

NANCY M.
PREYOR-JOHNSON

COMMENTARY

UVALDE — The first day of
school was Tuesday, but not
for Robb Elementary massacre
survivor Miah Cerrillo and her
family. At their home, there
was fear instead of excitement.
Anxiety instead of smiling for
pictures at the front door. A
day spent at home instead of in
the classroom.

“Everything has gone upside
down,” Abigale Veloz, Miah’s
mom, said.

The family of seven spent
their day like most other days
since the murders of 19 chil-
dren and two teachers on May
24: protecting, supporting and
loving one another in their
bright yellow home a short
walk from Robb Elementary.

Miah isn’t ready to return to
school. She's the n-year-old
who testified via video in June
to a U.S. House panel.

“He shot my teacher and told
my teacher ‘good night’ and
shot her in the head, and then
he shot some of my classmates
and then the whiteboard,” she
testified. “He shot my friend
that was next to me and I
thought he was going to come
back to the room, so I grabbed
the blood and put it all over
me.”

During her testimony, she
was asked: “And you think it's
going to happen again?”

She nodded yes.

Three months after her testi-
mony, she feels the same,
though she now says very little
about that day to anyone, in-
cluding her counselor.

Miah, who should have
started her first day of fifth
grade at Flores Elementary,
‘may never feel ready.

Anxiety likely was part of
the first day of school for al-
most every student and family
in Uvalde, but 3,724 students,
about 89 percent of the antici-
pated enrollment, participated
either in person or virtual.

Their parents prayed for
safety and that each school day
would get a bit easier. But for
those whose loved ones were
murdered that day, and those
like Miah who survived the

Photos by Sam Owens/Staff photographer

Tormented by fear, Miah Cerrillo, a Robb Elementary School
shooting survivor, wishes they could move away from Uvalde.

shooting, the day was excruci-
ating, yet another reminder of
all they lost.

Miah’s father, Miguel Cerril-
lo, doesn’t want any of their
kids to return to school.

“I'm real against it,” he said
“I didn’t lose my daughter, but
I don’t want to go through the

ing. I don't want to lose

Elena Cerrillo, who should
have started fourth grade at
Uvalde Elementary, cried and
said she won't feel safe at
school.

Virtual learning is an option,
but Veloz, their mother, re-
members how they struggled
to learn online during the pan-
demic. She hopes the district
can send a teacher to their
home.

Originally, she planned for
two of the four school-age
children, the boys, to attend
school. The youngest, Miguel
Angel Cerrillo Jr., would have
started his first year at Dalton
Elementary, and the oldest,
Michael Hill, should have start-

ed his senior year at Cross-
roads Academy.

They want to go to school in
person, and Veloz doesn’t want
them to miss out on the school
experience — of being with
friends and teachers.

But the night before the first
day, there were rumors of a
threat to Uvalde schools,
shared among parents of
school shooting survivors.
Veloz changed her mind.

“OK. The kids are definitely
1ot going,” she said. “Nobody’s
going to school. Everyone is
staying home.”

The family struggled to sleep
after hearing of the threat.
Miah was nauseated. She felt
feverish and sweaty. “A ner-
vous breakdown,” her mom
said.

Miguel Jr. had been excited
the night before, setting out his
Uvalde Strong T-shirt, eager to
begin the new school year.

Veloz and Miguel Cerrillo
said Dalton Elementary’s new
security measures seem to
make it safer than other

Abigale Veloz, Mial's mom, is never far from the tt-year-old. The
family of seven spent the first day of school together at home.

Miguel Cerrillo and Veloz had planned for two of their four
school-age children, the boys, to return to school this week.
Rumors of a threat changed their minds.

schools — but Miah said it is
not enough. At an earlier meet-
the-teacher night, Miah did her
own safety assessment for her
little brother.

Her verdict? “Nope,” she told
her parents.

She begged them not to send
him to school. “Please don’t
send Jr.,” she pleaded. “He's
little and if something happens,
he won't know how to defend
himself.”

School — in person, virtual
or at home — must happen for
these children, and Uvalde
CISD must work with the fami-
ly to ensure it does.

School isn't the only change.
Mom sleeps with Miah and
Dad sleeps in another room
with Miguel Jr., and sometimes
Elena sleeps there, too. The
kids can't play pranks on one
another anymore.

When they shop, the family
has a plan for when Miah feels
uncomfortable — say, if she
thinks someone is following
her. Mom and Miah leave to sit
in the van while Dad and the

other kids rush to get what
they need.

Miah wishes they could
‘move away from Uvalde. She is
tormented by fear — especially
at night. So she tries to stay
awake. When she hears noises,
she asks her family to check
the Ring camera, other rooms
or the yard.

“She knows he’s not alive,
but she feels like he’s coming,”
Veloz said.

During her showers, Miah
props the bathroom door open
with a can of air freshener and
the boys stay away to give her
privacy. Veloz sits on the couch
steps away to listen for when
she calls out to check if she’s
there.

This is progress. Before,
Veloz had to keep her arm
inside the door so it was visible
to Miah. She periodically
tapped the door because Miah
needed to know she was there.

She was. She is. They all are.

Nancy. Preyor-Johnson@
express-news.net
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Another milestone missed

Sandra Cruz takes a quiet moment at ber 10-year-old daugbter Eliabna Torres’ gravesite.

By Nancy M. Preyor-Johnson

VALDE — As parents dropped off their
l | students for the first day of school Tues-
day, Sandra Cruz was blocks away at
Hillcrest Memorial Cemetery.

It was her 44th birthday, and she needed to
be with her youngest child, Eliahna Torres, who
was one of 19 students and two teachers mur-
dered at Robb Elementary on May 24.

Like all grieving parents in Uvalde, Cruz
fights to remember the good. But the bad often
wins, because as time moves forward, Uvalde

parents live through experiences their children
have been denied. Cruz likened it to a robbery.

“My Eliahna was so excited and nervous
because she was going to the fifth grade. She was
robbed from that experience,” Cruz said.

The mother of four stood at her daughter’s
grave, which was adorned with purple butter-
flies and the sunflowers that Eliahna loved. She
comes here often, sometimes staying late into
the night, wanting to feel close to her daughter.
It brings her peace, especially when it seems



there is no wind but the pinwheels spin.

“I know that she’s here and it gives me com-
fort,” she said.

Since the shooting, Cruz, who works as a
fleet driver, hasn’t returned to work. There are
too many emotions, thoughts and questions
racing in her head to focus on the road.

“There’s this emptiness that can never be
filled,” she said.

She tries to focus on her sassy daughter’s
wide smile, her kindness, grit and talent, on
how she had earned the A Honor Roll — the
good memories.

“She was my baby,” she said, her voice trail-
ing off, tears in her eyes. “And she was always
with a smile.”

Cruz used to leave home for work at 5 a.m.
She would get a call from Eliahna before her
daughter left for school.

The morning of the shooting, Cruz was just
starting her drive to the Hill Country when Eli-
ahna called her at 7:20 a.m. ““Mom, I’'m going to
school already,”” she said. “And I said, ‘OK, baby,
have a good day at school.”

Eliahna played second base for the Lady
Bombshells. May 24 was to be her final softball
game of the season. It’s also when she would
find out if she made All-Stars.

“That morning on the phone, she said, ‘T'm
so excited and nervous. What if I don’t make
it?”” I told her, ‘Regardless if you make it or not, I
will always be your No. 1 fan, and you are always
going to be an All-Star in my eyes.’

“That phone call,” Cruz said. “It just plays in
my head over and over and over. It’s all I have.”

Cruz was driving when she received a call
about the Robb shooting. Like so many others,
Cruz assumed it was an immigration bailout,
but she then received more panicked calls.

She pulled over. “And at that moment, some-
thing came over me. I started crying. I felt some-
thing in my heart,” she said.

Another call: Eliahna had been shot and was
on a stretcher. She wasn’t moving. She went to
Robb and joined the chaotic scene of other des-
perate parents trying to find their children.

She went to the hospital, where she shared
a photo of her daughter with a nurse. Thir-
ty minutes later, she was asked to go back
— alone. She saw a priest just before a nurse
took her hand and told her, “I am so sorry I
have to tell you this, but I need you to identify
a body.”

But “it wasn’t my baby lying there,” Cruz
said. “It was her best friend, Jackie. She was
just lying there, lifeless. It hurt so bad because
I knew how much this little girl meant to my
daughter. But then I had hope. My baby was out
there. She was still alive.”

Cruz was sent back to the Sgt. Willie de Leon
Civic Center where the “waiting game began —
again.”

There, she was told there were buses en
route. But there was not a bus for her daughter’s
teacher, Arnulfo Reyes. All 11 students in his
classroom died.

Cruz said she was the last to get swabbed —
the last to get told her “baby had passed.” But
she knew. “Everyone they swabbed, their babies
didn’t make it. I found out at midnight.”

About three weeks after the shooting, Cruz
found out Eliahna made the All-Star team.

Cruz’s birthday wish? “Always remember
their names. Their faces. Never forget them.”

Their names were: Eliahna, Nevaeh, Jose,
Jacklyn, Annabell, Jayce, Makenna, Jailah, Lexi,
Tess, Xavier, Amerie, Maranda, Rojelio, Layla,
Alithia, Maite, Uziyah, Ellie, Irma and Eva.
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UVALDE — As parents
dropped off their students for
the first day of school Tuesday,
Sandra Cruz was blocks away
at Hillcrest Memorial Cemetery.

It was her 44th birthday, and
she needed to be with her youn-
gest child, Eliahna Torres, who
was one of 19 students and two
teachers murdered at Robb
Elementary on May 24.

Like all grieving parents in
Uvalde, Cruz fights to remem-
ber the good. But the bad often
wins, because as time moves
forward, Uvalde parents live
through experiences their chil-
dren have been denied. Cruz
likened it to a robbery.

“My Eliahna was so excited
and nervous because she was
going to the fifth grade. She was
robbed from that experience,”
Cruz said.

‘The mother of four stood at
her daughter’s grave, which was
adorned with purple butterflies
and the sunflowers that Eliahna
loved. She comes here often,
sometimes staying late into the
night, wanting to feel close to
her daughter. It brings her
peace, especially when it seems
there is no wind but the pin-
wheels spin.

“I'know that she’s here and it
gives me comfort,” she said.

Since the shooting, Cruz, who
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sar
Sandra Cruz takes a quiet moment at her 10-year-old daughter Eliahna Torres’ gravesite.

works as a fleet driver, hasn't
returned to work. There are too
many emotions, thoughts and
questions racing in her head to
focus on the road.

“There’s this emptiness that
can never be filled,” she said.

She tries to focus on her
sassy daughter’s wide smile, her
kindness, grit and talent, on
how she had earned the A Hon-
or Roll — the good memori

“She was my baby,” she said,
her voice trailing off, tears in
her eyes. “And she was always
with a smile.”

Cruz used to leave home for
work at 5 a.m. She would get a
call from Eliahna before her
daughter left for school.

The morning of the shooting,
Cruz was just starting her drive
to the Hill Country when Eliah-
na called her at 7:20 a.m.
““Mom, I'm going to school
already,’ ” she said. “And I said,
‘OK, baby, have a good day at
school.

Eliahna played second base
for the Lady Bombshells, May
24 was to be her final softball
game of the season. It's also
when she would find out if she
made All-Stars.

“That morning on the phone,
she said, ‘I'm so excited and
nervous. What if I don’t make
it?" " I told her, ‘Regardless if
you make it or not, I will always
e your No.1fan, and you are

always going to be an All-Star
in my eyes.’

“That phone call,” Cruz said.
“It just plays in my head over
and over and over. Its all T
have.”

Cruz was driving when she
received a call about the Robb
shooting. Like so many others,
Cruz assumed it was an im-
migration bailout, but she then
received more panicked calls.

She pulled over. “And at that
‘moment, something came over
me. I started crying. I felt some-
thing in my heart,” she said.

Another call: Eliahna had
been shot and was on a stretch-
er. She wasn't moving. She went
to Robb and joined the chaotic

scene of other desperate parents
trying to find their children.

She went to the hospital,
where she shared a photo of her
daughter with a nurse. Thirty
‘minutes later, she was asked to
go back — alone. She saw a
priest just before a nurse took
her hand and told her, “I am so
sorry I have to tell you this, but
Ineed you to identify a body.”

But “it wasn't my baby lying
there,” Cruz said. “It was her
best friend, Jackie. She was just
lying there, lifeless. It hurt so
had because I knew how much
this little girl meant to my
daughter. But then I had hope.
My baby was out there. She was
still alive.”

Cruz was sent back to the
Sgt. Willie de Leon Civic Center
where the “waiting game began

in

There, she was told there
were buses en route. But there
was not a bus for her daughter’s
teacher, Arnulfo Reyes. All 1
students in his classroom died.

Cruz said she was the last to
get swabbed — the last to get
told her “baby had passed.” But
she knew. “Everyone they
swabbed, their babies didn’t
make it. I found out at mid-
night.”

About three weeks after the
shooting, Cruz found out Eliah-
na made the All-Star team.

Cruzs birthday wish? “Al-
ways remember their names.
Their faces. Never forget them.”

Their names were: Eliahna,
Nevaeh, Jose, Jacklyn, Annabell,
Jayce, Makenna, Jailah, Lexi,
Tess, Xavier, Amerie, Maranda,
Rojelio, Layla, Alithia, Maite,
Uziyah, Elie, Irma and Eva.

Nancy.Preyor-Jobnson@
express-news.net
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No rest for families
till demands met

Nikki Cross, Brett Cross and Laura Garza protest outside the Uvalde CISD administration
offices, vowing to stay. Their demands in the wake of the school shooting are appropriate.

By Nancy M. Preyor-Johnson

VALDE — The parents and families They demand accountability, and hot or chilly
l | camping for days on the doorsteps of weather and a lack of sleep and restrooms will
the Uvalde Consolidated Independent not deter them. After burying the 19 children
School District administration building have and two teachers who were murdered at the
also protested in Austin and Washington D.C. Uvalde school shooting May 24 , they are un-
They couldn’t have imagined they would need to daunted.
take their protest this far — in their own town. Leading the protest is Brett Cross, whose
They will not be silenced. They will not rest. nephew and adopted son, Uziyah Garcia , was




murdered at Robb Elementary. He and others
who gathered at the administration building are
fueled by unrelenting outrage, heartache and
grief.

They want Uvalde CISD school resource offi-
cers to be suspended pending an investigation of
their response to the shooting.

When I joined them Wednesday, they had
been at it a day, and when I wrote this Thursday,
they were still going. I spoke with Lexi Rubio’s
parents, Kimberly and Felix Rubio; Jacklyn
Cazares’ mom, Gloria Cazares, and her sister
Jazmin Cazares; Jailah Silguero ’s mom, Veroni-
ca Luevanos; and Amerie Jo Garza’s grandpar-
ents, Fidencio Garcia and Dora Mendoza. I also
spoke to parents of survivors, including Chris-
tine Olivarez, whose daughter, Kendall Oliva-
rez , was shot; and Christopher Salinas, whose
son Samuel Salinas suffered gunshot fragment
wounds.

“We’ve done passed the (expletive) around
part,” Cross said. “We’re at the ‘find out’ part
now. It’s been 18 weeks since our children were
murdered, and they haven’t done nothing. They
refuse to do anything.”

Countless community members dropped
off food items or sent deliveries to the camp-
site. Kimberly Rubio and her husband brought
coffee.

“We’re here to support,” she said. “It’s a pret-
ty simple demand. It’s common that when there
is an investigation, officials are suspended until
there is an outcome,” she said.

Their demands are appropriate.

On Wednesday at 5:54 a.m., four DPS offi-
cers arrived to help a school administrator enter
the building through the back door, which was
blocked by Cross’ cot, items and car. An officer
told Cross if he didn’t move his car, they would
call a tow truck. Cross moved it.

“Everybody here would love to go back in
time and change what happened,” one officer
said.

“You wish that y’all could go back in time?”
Cross responded. “And do what? Sit with your
colleagues for 77 (expletive) minutes while chil-
dren were screaming and bleeding out?”

The school district has responded to the par-
ents, but officials haven’t given the families what
they demand.

Wednesday afternoon, Uvalde CISD released
a statement saying it remains open to a contin-
ued dialogue to address questions and concerns.

The district noted it has engaged with the
Texas Police Chiefs Association to conduct a
management and organizational review of the
Uvalde CISD Police Department, and JPPI In-
vestigations has been hired to conduct an inde-
pendent review of the district’s police depart-
ment’s response May 24.

Necessary, but not enough.

Wednesday night at the campsite, the fami-
lies projected a chilling audio and video montage
of their dead loved ones on the school building.
It was the same montage they played outside the
Governor’s Mansion at a different protest.

Thursday morning, Superintendent Hal
Harrell again offered to speak with Cross in his
office. Cross agreed.

In the intense, livestreamed meeting , Cross
accused Harrell of not caring. Harrell admit-
ted failure but reminded him the district had
terminated its police chief. Cross said it wasn’t
enough.

He stormed out of the meeting and resumed
his protest. At 8:43 a.m. Thursday, he tweeted :
“49 hours”

Harrell said the district couldn’t suspend its
officers because they are needed on campuses. I
wonder why the district won’t get outside offi-
cers to help during the investigation.

Thursday at 12:48 p.m., Cross tweeted : “54
hours. No quit in sight. We will have account-
ability come hell or high water. Only thing that
sucks is there’s no port-a-potty.”

Someone offered to take him one.
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No rest for families till demands met

UVALDE — The parents and
families camping for days on
the doorsteps of the Uvalde
Consolidated Independent
School District administration
building have also protested in
Austin and Washington D.C.
They couldn’t have imagined
they would need to take their
protest this far — in their own
town.

They will not be silenced.
They will not rest. They de-
mand ility, and hot or
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Chris Salinas, whose son

chilly weather and a lack of
sleep and restrooms will not
deter them. After burying the 19
children and two teachers who
were murdered at the Uvalde
school shooting May 24, they
are undaunted.

Leading the protest is Brett
Cross, whose nephew and
adopted son, Uziyah Garcia,
was murdered at Robb Elemen-
tary. He and others who gath-
ered at the administration
building are fueled by unrelent-
ing outrage, heartache and grief.

They want Uvalde CISD
school resource officers to be
suspended pending an investi-
gation of their response to the
shooting.

When I joined them Wednes-
day, they had been at it a day,
and when I wrote this Thurs-
day, they were still going.
spoke with Lexi Rubio’s par-
ents, Kimberly and Felix Rubio;
Jacklyn Cazares’ mom, Gloria
Cazares, and her sister Jazmin
Cazares; Jailah Silguero’s mom,
Veronica Luevanos; and Amerie
Jo Garza’s grandparents, Fi-
dencio Garcia and Dora Mendo-
za. T also spoke to parents of
survivors, including Christine
Olivarez, whose daughter,
Kendall Olivarez, was shot; and

Samuel Salinas suffered gun-
shot fragment wounds.

“We've done passed the (ex-
pletive) around part,” Cross
said. “We're at the ‘find out’ part
now. It's been 18 weeks since our
children were murdered, and
they haven't done nothing. They
refuse to do anything.”

Countless community mem-
bers dropped off food items or
sent deliveries to the campsite.
Kimberly Rubio and her hus-
band brought coffee.

“We're here to support,” she
said. “It's a pretty simple de-
mand. It's common that when
there is an investigation, offi-
cials are suspended until there
is an outcome,” she said.

Their demands are appropri-

ate.

On Wednesday at 5:54 a.m.,
four DPS officers arrived to
help a school administrator
enter the building through the
back door, which was blocked
by Cross’ cot, items and car. An
officer told Cross if he didn’t
move his car, they would call a
tow truck. Cross moved it.

“Everybody here would love
to go back in time and change
what happened,” one officer
said.

“You wish that yall could go
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Nikki Cross, Brett Cross and Laura Garza protest outside the Uvalde CISD administration
offices, vowing to stay. Their demands in the wake of the school shooting are appropriate.

back in time?” Cross responded.
“And do what? Sit with your
colleagues for 77 (expletive)
minutes while children were
screaming and bleeding out?”

The school district has re-
sponded to the parents, but
officials haven't given the fami-
lies what they demand.

Wednesday afternoon,
Uvalde CISD released a state-
‘ment saying it remains open to
a continued dialogue to address
questions and concerns.

The district noted it has en-
gaged with the Texas Police
Chiefs Association to conduct a
management and organizational
review of the Uvalde CISD
Police Department, and JPPI
Investigations has been hired to
conduct an independent review

of the district's police depart-
‘ment’s response May 24.

Necessary, but not enough.

Wednesday night at the
campsite, the families projected
a chilling audio and video mon-
tage of their dead loved ones on
the school building. It was the
same montage they played out-
side the Governor’s Mansion at
a different protest.

Thursday morning, Superin-
tendent Hal Harrell again of-
fered to speak with Cross in his
office. Cross

In the intense, livestreamed
‘meeting, Cross accused Harrell
of not caring. Harrell admitted
failure but reminded him the

He stormed out of the meet-
ing and resumed his protest. At
8:43 a.m. Thursday, he tweeted:
“49 hours”

Harrell said the district
couldn’t suspend its officers
because they are needed on
campuses. I wonder why the
district won’t get outside offi-
cers to help during the investi-
gation.

Thursday at 12:48 p.m., Cross
tweeted: “54 hours. No quit in
sight. We will have accountabili-
ty come hell or high water. Only
thing that sucks is there’s no
port-a-potty.”

Someone offered to take him
one.

district had its police
chief. Cross said it wasn't
enough.

Nancy.Preyor-Jobnson
@express-news.net
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