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Introduction 

 
 
 
 
 
 

I was a sixth grader when it happened, and though I may have been young, I’ll 

never forget.  On May 2, 2000, Janice Young shot her three children and herself.  

Sydney, the oldest at age 12, survived, but Cooper, who was nine, and Makenzie, who 

was four, both died.  These events shocked our community of Chelsea.  We were a small 

town made up of good people, and things like this just weren’t supposed to happen here.  

Janice and her husband Danny were good people, good parents, and it just didn’t make 

sense. 

The adults in Chelsea tried to make sense of what had happened, and, of course, 

this led to the circulation of rumors and hypotheses.  People speculated that someone else 

had done the shooting and that it was made to look like a murder-suicide.  There were the 

rumors that Danny owed some tough guys money and this was the way they were getting 

payback; people said that the FBI took the front door, and that had to mean something.    

As time went on, the adults began to accept the story they were given, but they 

still wanted to know more.  They wanted to know the chemical in Janice’s brain that 

made her do this; they wanted to know what disease she had because everyone knew that 

Janice was not a cruel person and that there was no question that she loved her children. 

That sentiment might seem odd to people, but I get it.   Janice didn’t kill her children 

because she wanted to bring harm to them.  Though we’ll never confirm it, I’m sure 



Janice thought she was protecting her children from something and that death would be 

better than what she thought was to come.   

Those of us who were kids were more removed from all of the rumors, and for 

that, I am grateful—it was hard enough coping with Cooper and Makenzie’s deaths 

without wondering why Janice had done it.  But, while conducting interviews with people 

about their memories of Cooper and Makenzie and the affect their deaths had on the 

community, I’ve heard plenty of speculations.  And even though I understand that people 

want to find out why it happened, I don’t want to.  I’d rather focus on memories of 

Cooper and Makenzie’s lives and how the community coped with their deaths. 

 Following the deaths of Cooper and Makenzie, every time Danny saw my mom, 

he would grab onto her hand and say “Remember Cooper, Remember Makenzie.  I’m so 

afraid people will forget.  Remember them.”  That was my original inspiration to write 

this: to make sure people don’t forget.  It was frustrating, then, when I would describe 

what my project was and people would misinterpret my intentions.  At first, I didn’t have 

the words to describe my thoughts on the matter.  And then I spoke with John Daniels, a 

family friend of the Youngs, and he gave them to me. “The bottom line is, it happened, 

and now [we should ask ourselves], ‘What can we do to move forward?’ And ‘What can 

we do to remember Cooper and Makenzie in a positive sense?’ And ‘What can we do to 

help Danny and Sydney the best we can?’” 

Sydney, this piece is for you.  I want you to hear what people remember about 

Cooper and Makenzie, and I want you to know just how much they meant to the people 

who knew them.  I want you to know that we’ll never forget. 

 



Part I: Captain Underpants and the Queen Bee 

 

 

 

Chelsea Michigan, population 4398, is, in some ways, the small town that people 

say doesn’t exist anymore.  Neighbors know each other, have barbeques together in the 

summer, and exchange Christmas cookies in the winter.  There’s a cute parade for 

Memorial Day complete with two marching bands and shriveled veterans from WWII, 

and a bigger one in August for the Community Fair.  Most people who live in Chelsea are 

upper middle class, and nearly everybody is white.  Though many people work in larger 

cities in the area, almost everyone who works in the community lives there.  Community 

is a key word when describing Chelsea.  Take a walk down Main Street, and nearly 

everyone you pass will say hello, even if they don’t know you.  You’ll pass locally 

owned shops: Chelsea Village Hardware, Heydlauff’s Appliances, Zou Zou’s café, The 

Common Grill—a restaurant that draws people from miles away.  Turn left on Park Street 

and you’ll see the Library—Named Best Small Library in America in 2008—and the 

Purple Rose—created by Jeff Daniels, Chelsea’s celebrity.  Keep walking, and you’ll end 

up in a neighborhood of pretty, old houses.  Make a few turns, and you’ll be on McKinley 

Street, where I live in a big red house, two and a half blocks from North Creek 

Elementary School.   

It’s that walk from North to my house that I remember when I think of Cooper—

my one clear, unfragmented memory of him.  We were walking home from school, 

Sydney and I and Cooper and my younger sister Carly.  It was a fall day, and the Youngs 



were coming over to Carly’s and my house to play.  Sydney and I were on-again off-

again friends, and at this point in fifth grade, we were not quite on-again.  But Cooper 

and Carly, the second graders, had been constant pals since they’d met each other the 

year before. 

 Carly and Cooper were walking in front of Sydney and me, and about a block 

from the house, they started whispering to each other, their little brunette heads 

practically touching.  Every so often, Cooper would look over his shoulder and give us 

his signature mischievous grin, his big brown eyes shining.  It was clear they were 

developing some sort of plan.   

 The four of us walked up to the Meloche house, and before we could walk in the 

front door, Cooper turned around and said “Carly and I are challenging you to a leaf-

raking contest!” 

 We all scrambled to the backyard, picked up rakes and got to work.  Sydney and 

I, being bigger and less distracted by each other’s company, quickly dominated.  Cooper 

realized it was hopeless and whispered something in Carly’s ear.  He shouted, 

“CHARGE!” and he and Carly started grabbing armfuls of leaves from Sydney’s and my 

pile.  Retaliation, of course, was necessary, and Sydney and I began to steal leaves back 

from them.  As one might expect, this quickly evolved into a leaf-fight.  The four of us 

scrambled about the backyard, tossing leaves in each other’s faces and laughing until 

Cooper and Sydney were picked up. 

 Makenzie is fuzzier for me.  Rather than one complete memory, when I think of 

her, I see a photograph, a still-shot.  She’s standing on the sidewalk in front of North 

Creek.  She’s wearing red cowboy boots and a tutu, and, of course, there’s her slightly 



wild red hair.  And she’s smiling.  It’s like I caught her just at the end of a giggle: she’s 

leaning a bit and the smile is more than one made to pose for the camera.   

*     *     * 

Carly and Cooper became friends in Deb Holefka’s first grade class.  Carly was 

incredibly shy—at the beginning of the year, she would only talk with her best friend, 

Amanda Patton.  Cooper was shy too, and somehow he and Carly gravitated towards each 

other.  The two of them were comfortable with each other, and Mrs. Holefka remembers 

them walking out to recess hand in hand.  They would ease into recess, walking around 

and talking before getting into playing.  “I always wanted to be in on those 

conversations,” she said.  However, the two would soon join up with Amanda and play a 

game of their own creation: Cooper Claus.  One of the best structures on the playground 

was the Tire Trees, a bunch of old tires attached to wooden poles.  Cooper would sit on 

one of the tires and become “Cooper Claus,” and Carly and Amanda would take turns 

sitting and talking with him.  Amanda described their talks.  “We would detail everything 

that we wanted for Christmas, which was always a lot of stuff.  And we wouldn’t just 

stick to the regular . . . stuff for Christmas—I remember we always wanted planets or 

islands or jet-planes . . . And he would always tell us in the end that we couldn’t have 

anything and he would give us coal instead, which was woodchips.”  Carly added, “And 

every time, this cracked us up, and we played this almost every single day, and every 

time he said, ‘All you get is coal,’ we just laughed and laughed, and I don’t know why we 

found that so funny, but we played that game a lot.”  Even after they moved on to second 

and third grade, they would go out to the tire trees once in a while and, for old time’s 

sake, play Cooper Claus. 



*     *     * 

Sam Parkanzky met Cooper in kindergarten, and from that point on, they were 

close friends, spending three or four afternoons a week together, even when they weren’t 

in the same class at school.  At Sam’s house, they would make skits and scary movies 

together and sometimes wrestle.  At Cooper’s, they’d jump on the trampoline and walk 

through the woods in Cooper’s backyard.  Once, when they were in first grade, Cooper 

found a salt lick for the deer in the woods and bent down to lick it.  When he remembers 

that today, Sam still laughs about it. 

 Cooper was always good at making people laugh.  He had this trick where he 

could make his eyes wiggle, and he would always check out books of riddles from the 

library so he could learn them and tell them to people.  Ellie Howe remembers the time 

Cooper brought a million dollar bill to Show-and-Tell and tried to trick the class into 

believing it was real.  “He totally had me fooled.” For another Show-and-Tell, Cooper 

brought in a little tape recorder that could record a message and then play it back.  Before 

they went out to recess that day, Carolyn Olson and Ella Frank found themselves alone 

with that recorder.  Only Ella knew that Carolyn had a crush on Cooper.  Carolyn and 

Cooper had been friends for a while; they’d joke together in art class, and Cooper would 

trade Pokemon cards with her, even though he already had all of her cards.  Ella thought 

it was time for Cooper to find out about the crush and brought the recorder over to 

Carolyn.   

“Say ‘I love Cooper.’”  Carolyn could tell that Ella was hoping she would forget 

to erase the message. 

“No.” 



“Come on.” 

After a few back and forths, Carolyn agreed and quickly said, “I love Cooper.”  

She immediately remembered to press the erase button.  Ella was not satisfied.  The 

minute the two of them got out on the playground, she took off saying, “I’m going to go 

tell him!” 

Carolyn tried to stop her, saying, “I don’t want him to know that, he won’t be nice 

and hang out with me or anything like that anymore.”  But it was too late.  Carolyn was 

mortified, but Cooper was so nice about it, not letting it affect their friendship.  He was 

different from most third grade boys. 

All the adults agree that Cooper was a different kid—in a good way.  He seemed 

more grown up than other kids his age: “His little soul was way more mature than most 

first graders, and I’ve not felt that way about many kids,” Mrs. Holefka said.  He was so 

polite, always speaking to teachers and parents with a “Good Morning, Mrs. Heydlauff,” 

or “Thank you, Mrs. Meloche.”  He was a kind kid who cared immensely about his 

friends and family.  Every day when his mom and younger sister would drop him off at 

his classroom, he would give each of them hugs and kisses goodbye without being 

embarrassed by his classmates watching.  Kim Parkanzky, Sam’s mother, remembers 

how close he was to his mom. “Whenever Janice brought him here . . . they would hug 

and kiss maybe five times before he’d let her go.  It would be a whole ritual they’d go 

through.”  Cooper was the kind of kid who would have a relationship with his friends’ 

parents, too.  Every time my mom, Linda, saw him, she’d say “Hi, Cooper-the-Pooper.”  

He’d smile and say, “Aww, Mrs. Meloche.”  Once in a while, Carly would try that name 

out on Cooper, and wouldn’t get the same reaction.  Instead, Cooper would threaten to 



have Myles Lange, one of his good friends, chase Carly if she called him that again.  

David Lange, Myles’ father, remembered that every time he’d pass Cooper, Cooper 

would turn around and wave, and then, a minute later, would turn and wave again.  “[It 

was] the cutest little habit.”  Cooper also gave great hugs.  Mrs. Holefka remembers, 

“Whenever he was upset, or if he knew someone else was upset, he would give you a 

hug, [and] he would just pat you as much as you would pat him . . . It was like he was 

comforting you.” 

Most adults knew Cooper to be quiet, so the times he would come out of his shell 

and be silly, they remember. Mrs. Holefka remembers Cooper coming into class on the 

school’s 50s day.  “He dressed up in his leather jacket and had his hair slicked back, 

which was so unlike him in the way he behaved . . . that was fun, and I always picture 

him that way because I feel like that was a happy time for him.”  Becky Morse, the 

secretary of North Creek Elementary and a friend to every student there, was so surprised 

when Cooper performed in the Talent Show at North with a group of friends.  “I 

remember him as very, very shy . . . [so] it floored me that he would do that.” 

Though many adults remember Cooper as shy, his classmates knew him as a social 

person, especially by the time he reached third grade in Karen Henry and Crystal 

Heydlauff’s team-taught class.  Cooper was everybody’s friend—he would notice when 

people were left out in the classroom or on the playground and invite them to join him.  

Mrs. Henry remembers him for that.  “He was one of those kids that would always be 

partners with the one who didn’t have a partner.  He was the kind of kid who would help 

somebody else if they needed help.  He was inclusive; he would call friends over to come 

and play, and sometimes he hung around kids who weren’t very inclusive, so it was really  



cool that he was.” Ellie Howe remembers that Cooper would always want to know what 

was going on with people; he would join in any conversation and socialize and play with 

everyone. 

*     *     * 

Orange was Cooper’s favorite color—every kid I talked to remembered that.  

Orange just fit his bubbly, happy-go-lucky personality.  It’s funny, those little things that 

people remember.  Cooper wore turtlenecks a lot.   He’d get bloody noses.  He’d always 

write too lightly in his spelling workbook.  He loved the Captain Underpants books. 

*     *     * 

Kathy Trudell, the librarian at North Creek, was also the Youngs’ neighbor.  

When she and her husband would go away from the house on day trips, Sydney would 

look after their dog, Dudley, and Cooper and Makenzie would often tag along.  Mrs. 

Trudell remembers Cooper and Dudley rolling down the hill at the side of her house.  

When they reached the bottom, the two would just lie there together.  Makenzie would 

play with Dudley too and would let him lick her all over her face: she’d just smile and 

giggle. 

 People remember Makenzie for that smile.  Every single person I spoke with 

mentioned her smile and her red hair and how she would wear whatever she felt like, be it 

a tutu or cowboy boots or a boa . . . and often all three.  Ellie Howe always thought it was 

so cool that Janice let Makenzie wear whatever she wanted.  Amanda Patton remembers 

that Makenzie “wasn’t shy of anyone.  She would come up and talk to people, dance 

around…in her tutu.”  My sister, Carly, remembers Makenzie at her ballet recital as “a 



little flower.  She stood out because of her adorable smile. It just spread across her whole 

face.”  

Carolyn Olson and Makenzie were special friends: every time they saw each 

other, they would get so excited.  Carolyn remembers one of those times especially 

clearly. “It was before school . . . and I saw her at the end of the hall . . . [I called] 

‘Makenzie’ and she sees me and she just starts running down the hall and her bright red 

curls were bouncing and . . . she jumped into my arms . . . she was just so cute—her hair 

was just so adorable and she was so lively and just so young and fresh and her hair was 

always just so bouncy and she was just so adorable and little.” 

 One of the last times Mrs. Trudell saw her, Makenzie was wearing a tiara and 

carrying a magic wand, in addition to her usual get-up.  She and Janice would often stop 

in the library after school when they would come to North to pick up Cooper: Makenzie 

loved the library.  She was so excited that she was going to start kindergarten the next 

year: soon it was going to be her turn to come to the library and her turn to check out 

books.  A few days before this particular visit, she had been shopping and gotten the tiara 

and wand and was eager to show them to Mrs. Trudell.  Makenzie went around the 

library, sprinkling all the books with fairy dust.  She and Mrs. Trudell joked around that 

she was going to make the characters come to life. 

 Makenzie was filled with life.  She always seemed to be having fun, and you 

couldn’t help but feel happy when you were around her.  Makenzie liked to be the center 

of attention; Sam Parkanzky described her as “the queen bee.”  She and Cooper both had 

a bit of mischievousness about them, but Cooper carried it in a different way. He was a 

gentle kid.  He was thoughtful and kind and adults and kids alike thought he was a great 



kid.  When people think of Cooper and Makenzie, they picture their faces, smiling.  They 

picture happy kids. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Part II: Who will braid Sydney’s hair? 

 

 

 

 Even though they had 56 kids in their team-taught third grade class, Karen Henry 

and Crystal Heydlauff got to know every student well, as they had gotten to know each 

student they’d had during their decade of teaching.  And they both knew it was strange 

when Cooper didn’t show up for class on Monday, May 1.  It just wasn’t like him to be 

late; his mom and younger sister would walk him to class promptly every morning, and 

whenever he was home sick, Janice would call his absence in right away.  A few hours 

later, just before lunchtime, Cooper showed up, but since they were in the middle of a 

lesson, neither teacher had time to talk with Janice about why they were late. 

 Again, the next day, Cooper was not at school when it started.  In contrast to his 

teachers, Becky Morse, the secretary, remembers that Cooper was tardy fairly often that 

school year, so she didn’t think it strange that he was running behind.  She was surprised, 

though, when Beth Kalmbach, the mother of Cooper’s classmate Brianna, called mid-

morning asking if Cooper was in school.  Becky, not thinking of the legality of answering 

the question, answered that no, actually, he wasn’t.   

 “Oh no,” Beth said.  Beth told Becky that there was yellow caution tape around 

the Youngs’ house, and that she heard there was gunfire and that some of them had died.   

Becky told me, “I just remember [being there] with that phone in my hand just being in 

shock.  Absolutely, totally in shock.”  Becky got up and went to Sharon Whitmore, the 

principal, and passed on what Beth had told her.  The two of them, not knowing what else 



to do, prayed.  Then, Becky told Anna Mills, the other school secretary.  “She lost it.  

And I did my very, very, very best not to because I thought, you know, things are going 

to start spreading.” 

*     *     * 

Mrs. Henry and Mrs. Heydlauff’s classroom was connected to the cafeteria.  So 

that was where they were taken after Mrs. Whitmore came into their classroom with two 

substitutes and said, “I need to talk to you girls.”  They were told that there was an 

accident at the Youngs’ house, a shooting, and though they didn’t know any of the 

details, they knew the kids were hurt, and thought that Cooper had died.  Mrs. Heydlauff 

burst into tears.  Mrs. Henry couldn’t quite wrap her mind around it.  “I was more 

bewildered, trying to put the pieces together, you know, and I guess in the back of my 

head, I was thinking, you know, this isn’t right, he was late yesterday for something, he’s 

late again today, there’s something else happening . . . my brain was trying to justify 

things . . . [I thought] ‘I work in Chelsea, what do you mean there’s a shooting?’”   

 Mrs. Henry and Mrs. Heydlauff didn’t go back into their classroom—they sat in a 

conference room in the office as details slowly trickled in.  Soon, it was confirmed that it 

was a shooting, and that two kids were dead.  Mrs. Henry remembers, “That’s when it 

just hit, and I remember just bursting into tears thinking, ‘I work at a district where this 

doesn’t happen, and we’re safe here—the kids are safe, everybody is safe,’ and I just had 

a hard time grasping that idea.”   

*     *     * 

On Tuesday mornings, my dad, Chris, worked out at the Westside Gym with a 

few of his buddies.  One of them, Robert Erwin, was an Ann Arbor Police Officer who 



would come by at the end of his night shift, and that morning, he was late.  The guys 

started to tease him when he finally arrived, but Robert cut in, saying he had been 

listening to his radio, and that there had been a shooting at a house off of Cavanaugh 

Lake Road.  He hadn’t been to the site, but he knew that there were three people dead, 

and that the family’s last name was Young. 

John Daniels, one of the guys at the Westside Gym, knew the Youngs.  He’d 

known Danny since they were both kids—Danny’s aunt lived on Cavanaugh Lake, a few 

doors down from where the Daniels family would spend their summers.  When they were 

older, Danny and John reconnected over boxing.  John’s wife was friends with Janice, 

and the two families would take turns going to each other’s houses to watch the big 

matches. 

As Robert was talking, John started to put things together, but was still hesitant to 

believe it.  “I was just floored . . . I kept thinking, ‘They’ve got the wrong names.  

There’s no way that they have the right names.’  And, as rumors go in any town, you’re 

thinking, ‘All right, there’s probably a good percentage that this is not correct.’  But then, 

as time went by, minutes went by, you find out that it truly is.”  John left the gym.  He 

drove home and sat on his back deck, looking out over the Nature Center, trying to 

process it all.   

*     *     * 

David Lange knew the Youngs well; his kids, Myles and Katherine, played with 

Cooper and Makenzie.  He was at his hair salon, two doors down from the Westside 

Gym, when he found out.  “I immediately had to give up in the middle of a haircut 

because it just cuts you at the knees.”  



*     *     * 

When my dad got home from the gym, he told my mom what he had heard: that 

there was a shooting on Cavanaugh Lake, that three people had died, and that the 

family’s name was Young.  She told me about her reaction.   

“Young… Not Cooper.” she said.  He was the member of the Young family who 

she really knew. 

“I don’t know, I just know their last name is Young,” my dad said.  

“No, no, not Cooper.”   

Mom wasn’t entirely sure of where the Youngs lived.  When Cooper and Carly 

would play, it would either be at our house, or at Cooper’s grandma’s, never at his.  But 

my mom remembered seeing Cooper and Makenzie jumping on the trampoline in front of 

their house when she would go on bike rides around the Cavanaugh Lake area.  “I knew 

in my head that it probably was him, but I remember I got a phonebook out to look up 

their last name to see if they lived [near] Cavanaugh Lake Road, and I remember hoping, 

hoping that they didn’t . . . because Young’s a pretty common last name, and I thought, 

‘Just let it be somebody else,’ . . . and of course it was them . . . And I just burst into 

tears.” 

 I was home sick from school, and I heard my mom crying.  It was the first time 

that I had ever heard her cry, and I was scared.  I sat in my room for a little while, trying 

to figure out what to do, and then I went to find my dad.  I asked him why Mom was 

crying, and he said he couldn’t tell me.  My parents had always answered my questions; 

things just didn’t seem right.  I went back to my room, and tried to distract myself with a 

computer game, but it didn’t really work. 



*     *     * 

It was Mrs. Holefka’s birthday.  Her class had planned a party with cake that was 

supposed to be a surprise, but she’d overheard some of her students talking and knew that 

it was going to happen that afternoon.  Late that morning, though, Joyce Morgan called 

her into the pod between their first grade classrooms.  “Debbie, I have some news to tell 

you, and it’s terrible.”  But Mrs. Morgan had the names mixed up—there was another 

child with the name Cooper—and so when she told Mrs. Holefka that two children had 

been shot, Mrs. Holefka didn’t think Cooper Young.  “And Joyce says, no, Deb, you had 

him in first grade.  And finally, she’s got the name right and she says, ‘Cooper Young,’ 

and I just remember crumbling to the floor.  I just thought, ‘Who could ever hurt him? . . . 

Who could have done that?’ . . . And so I ended up coming down to the office . . . and I 

remember just shaking and my principal got a hold of me, and I remember she said, ‘Deb, 

you’ve just got to stop and calm down.’ Because I couldn’t stop crying.”  Mrs. Holefka 

joined Mrs. Henry and Mrs. Heydlauff in the conference room where they were waiting. 

*     *     * 

Rumors circulated that they couldn’t find Danny, and some speculated that he was 

the one who did it.  People who knew him, though, said no, there’s no way he could have.  

It was the same reaction they had when they heard Janice was the shooter.  Becky 

remembers she couldn’t believe it because Danny and Janice were great parents.  “Danny 

and Janice would come in together and just act so happy . . . they’d pick the kids up for 

something special . . . they’d pick [Cooper] up, take him to lunch, bring him back—just 

you know, great, great parents.  So, for me, I held out.  I said, no [they didn’t do it.]”  

Mrs. Holefka felt the same.  “[Janice] was a good mom, and she loved those kids dearly 



and I thought, there’s no way, there’s just no way.”  But, eventually, the police 

department called the school and confirmed that Janice had killed Cooper, Makenzie, and 

herself and that Sydney had been hit.  Sydney was in the hospital—the bullet had grazed 

the side of her head—but she was going to be okay. 

All day long, the phone rang in the office.  Mrs. Mills had fallen apart, and Becky 

had to be the one to tell parents that she didn’t know what happened, and, later, the one to 

confirm that what happened was true.  She had to keep everything together.  “I put myself 

on this autopilot . . . I had to be there for the kids . . . We had the morning, we had lunch, 

we had the rest of the day, and we had to get through it, so I just did.  Because they 

needed me.” 

And, of course, there was the issue of telling the students what had happened.  

Mrs. Holefka remembers that Mrs. Whitmore and the teachers made the decision to tell 

kids in the afternoon, one grade at a time.  First, though, a note had to be composed to 

send home with the students, and the teachers had to call the parents of the children in 

their class to give them the option of picking up their kids and telling them what 

happened on their own. Mrs. Holefka remembers, “Calling the families was another hard 

part.  There were people who had already heard who were devastated, there were others 

that you were telling for the first time, and it was just so hard because every time you said 

it, it didn’t seem real.” 

*     *     * 

It was a strange day for the kids in Mrs. Heydlauff’s and Mrs. Henry’s third grade 

class.  The first odd thing was Cooper’s absence.  Carly pointed out that “in Elementary 

school, if people are gone and they’re not on vacation or they’re not sick, it’s a huge deal 



. . . especially since Mrs. Heydlauff didn’t know where he was.”  Rumors started to 

spread throughout the class: that Cooper missed the bus, that he was in a car accident, 

that he’d run away, that he’d been kidnapped.  Amanda Patton didn’t believe these 

rumors—it wasn’t that unusual for kids to miss school.  But then the day got even 

weirder.  Suddenly their teachers were replaced by two subs and they weren’t doing any 

more schoolwork.  And when they were decorating their Spring Calendars, Mrs. Henry 

and Mrs. Heydlauff returned to the room to give the subs a video, and Carolyn Olson saw 

Mrs. Heydlauff crying.  She started to feel uneasy. 

Lynn Hill saw Mrs. Heydlauff crying, too, and she told Amanda and Carly.  The 

three of them decided to be detectives, to figure out why Mrs. Heydlauff was upset.  

During lunch and recess, they asked every teacher they saw “What is going on?” and 

“Why was Mrs. Heydlauff crying?”  No one would tell them anything.  A few teachers 

said they would find out that afternoon.  Lynn started to think that they shouldn’t ask 

anyone else, and Amanda was angry, saying, “Why not?  We should find out.  There’s no 

reason they shouldn’t tell us what’s going on.”  Not long after that, Mrs. Heydlauff’s and 

Henry’s class was called in from recess early and taken to their classroom for the rest of 

the afternoon. 

Somehow, information had leaked—maybe a student had overheard a teacher 

talking—and the fifth grade found out what had happened.  The school still planned on 

talking with the kids later that day, but it was important to make sure Cooper’s classmates 

heard the news from an adult, so they spent the rest of the day sequestered in their 

classroom.  However, Katie Howe, Ellie’s older sister, found Ellie before the class was 



removed from the playground.  She told her that Cooper had been shot and that he was 

dead.  Ellie didn’t believe her.  She couldn’t accept the idea of a classmate dying. 

 *     *     * 

We were standing in the bathroom when my parents eventually told me about 

what had happened.  I don’t know what I was expecting, but that certainly wasn’t it.  I 

couldn’t take in any air; I collapsed to the ground and started to sob.  Both of my parents 

hugged me, and I just cried, out of grief for Cooper and Makenzie, and out of relief that 

Sydney was alive.  I felt immediate guilt that Sydney and I hadn’t reconciled our 

friendship—even though I couldn’t tell you what caused the two of us to drift apart. I 

wondered aloud, “What about Sydney’s hair?  Who will braid Sydney’s hair?”   

My mom tried to reassure me, “Emily, that’s not something you should be 

worrying about, that doesn’t matter right now.” 

 But all the same, “What about Sydney’s hair?” was what I kept thinking.  Maybe 

it was the only part of the problem that I could grasp.   

Telling me about it, of course, was hard for my mom. “It’s just so awful to see 

your kids in sudden terrible pain, and so I didn’t know if I should pull Carly out of 

school.”  She and my dad talked about it and decided that they would bring her home and 

tell her there, rather than having them tell her at school. 

Carly was excited when she got the note calling her down to the office.  Some 

kids got them all the time, and Carly was always jealous of them, so it was pretty cool 

when she got one of her own.  Dad was waiting for her there, and when she asked him 

why he was picking her up, he told her that he and Mom had to talk to her when they 



were home.  At first, Carly tried to get some more information out of him, but he just told 

her they’d talk at home.  

As they were driving, Carly started to tell Dad about how weird her school day 

was, and, just as they pulled into the driveway, she mentioned that Mrs. Heydlauff was 

crying, and Dad said that he could see why. Carly had thought that there might be 

something going on with the family, but when Dad said that about Mrs. Heydlauff, Carly 

started to connect things.  “And then, when I walked in the door, Mom had clearly been 

crying and she was still sort of crying . . . and so then I started getting a little scared; 

obviously something was really wrong.  And I sat down and they said . . . Cooper died  

. . . And as a third grader, I had no one in my life who had passed away, so just the shock 

of a young kid in my grade dying . . . I couldn’t really comprehend it at that point . . . I 

remember thinking I should be more affected by this.  I was shocked that I wasn’t 

crying.”  She and Dad sat outside on the front porch swing, not really talking, just 

looking at the cars and the people who passed by.  Slowly, Carly started seeing people 

from her class.  Sam Parkanzky walked by with his mom, and Dad and Kim exchanged a 

look—they were in the same place. 

When Kim found out about what happened, she’d decided she didn’t want Sam 

finding out at school, so she had walked up there to get him.  Like Carly, Sam hadn’t 

known why he was being picked up.  Even though he asked her what was wrong, his 

mom didn’t tell him until they made it home, and sat on their own porch swing.  When he 

heard the news, Sam “let go and cried for a long time.” 

*     *     * 



Back at school, each grade in turn walked into the Large Group Instruction room 

and sat down on the carpeted floor.  Their teachers sat with them, and many parents stood 

along the walls as Mrs. Whitmore told the kids what happened.  Mrs. Whitmore didn’t 

say who did the shooting, but it was clear that some of the kids knew.  When Mrs. 

Whitmore was talking with the first grade, a child asked, “Was his mom really mad at 

him?” Mrs. Holefka remembers, “I just thought, ‘Oh my gosh, we all get mad at our kids, 

and we don’t want our kids thinking that this is an option.’  But it’s a good thing that it 

came up because then she answered that this is not something that usually happens, 

something went terribly wrong and that their parents would talk with them.”  After the 

first graders were told, Mrs. Holefka returned to her room for the first time since she had 

heard what had happened.  “I thought, ‘Oh my gosh, it’s going to be hard to talk to the 

kids,’ but I wanted to talk to my own class, I didn’t want them to go home without saying 

something.  And even though [Cooper] wasn’t in that class, they knew he meant a lot to 

me . . . I went back and I was able to tell the kids what the message was that we had 

agreed to send to them, and one of the kids raised their hand and said, ‘I’m really sorry 

that Cooper died on your birthday.’ . . . At the time, I handled it, I said, ‘You know, I’m 

really sorry too, but he was so special and what a special way for me to always remember 

him every year.’  And I do.  There’s not a birthday that goes by where I don’t think about 

him one of the first things in the morning.  I just do.  So I feel I was lucky, in that sense, 

to have my own personal connection with him.” 

The third grade was the last group to be taken to the LGI room.  It was confusing; 

they hadn’t done any assignments that day, their teachers had left, and now, they were 

being walked down the hallway and they didn’t know what it was they were going to.  



Then, there were parents in the room, standing along the wall, and they were crying.  And 

there were Mrs. Henry and Mrs. Heydlauff.  And Mrs. Whitmore stood in front of the 

whiteboard and said that Cooper was involved in a shooting.  Ellie Howe was confused—

she thought Mrs. Whitmore meant a movie shooting.  But eventually, students realized 

what she was saying, and they started crying.   Amanda Patton described the scene to me. 

“I remember that [Andrew Cooper] was very upset about it…he got the box of tissues 

because he was in pieces.  And I remember I used one tissue, which didn’t seem to me to 

be enough, but that was what I needed.” 

Mrs. Henry told me about being in that room.  “I just remember shaking, just like 

I was absolutely freezing, I couldn’t stop shaking.  And as they told the kids and 

answered questions, I remember kids just kept looking at us, and I didn’t have an answer 

for them.  I couldn’t talk about it, and I remember just sitting there, kind of on the side of 

the room.  Just sitting there shaking and watching the kids and just letting the other adults 

that were in the room be the ones in charge.  And I remember Crystal sitting beside me 

and she was the same way.  Neither of us were able to address anything to anybody.  And 

I remember, it was probably the worst day I’ve ever had in my whole life.” 

After the meeting, Amanda and Jacob Knight, a boy in her class who had moved 

to Chelsea a year before, were waiting in the office to be picked up and were trying to 

deal with the news.  Amanda was crying, and out of the blue, Jacob turned to her and 

said, “If we forget his name, we can always remember Andrew Cooper.”  This bothered 

Amanda.  “[It] seemed to me to be the most insensitive thing to say, and I was very angry 

about it . . . Of course, that was his way of coping with it . . . he was trying to make it less 

of a big deal or trying to make it seem like it was okay.  But I was horribly angry about 



Jacob saying that and [I wanted to yell] ‘You don’t understand, you’re the new kid’ . . . 

That’s what I said in my head.” 

*     *     * 

That afternoon, when Myles and Katherine Lange came home from school, their 

father, David, sat them down and talked with them about the shooting, reassuring them of 

their own safety. “You know, Janice would never have hurt either one of you two kids…I 

believe she didn’t want [to give her kids] the hurt of her being away from them, and she 

selfishly chose to take them with her.”  The two of them had been playing at the Youngs’ 

house a few days before.  Though David was concerned they might, neither of his kids 

became scared of visiting friends’ houses. 

*     *     * 

Amanda Patton and Brianna Kalmbach and their mothers came to our house after 

school so that Amanda, Brianna, and Carly could be together.  Amanda and Brianna told 

Carly about what happened at school, and Amanda remembers that all three mothers sat 

with the girls and told them that Janice had done the shooting.  The three girls went up to 

Carly’s room.  Amanda remembers, “We were still crying, I think, but we couldn’t really 

think of anything to say to each other, but we all just dealt with it together.”  Carly, 

though, didn’t cry.  She never did cry about it. 

 

  

 

 

 



Part III: The Golden Gate 

 

 

 

Throughout the rest of the week, people were forced to come to terms with what 

had happened.  My mom told me how it was for her.  “At first, there’s a sense of just 

deny it.  Because it’s so horrible to believe, you are in denial.  And it’s just one of those 

things that keeps coming back to you, and you keep experiencing it again for the first 

time because you think ‘it couldn’t have happened.’  You know, you wake up the next 

morning, and you think ‘What a horrible dream,’ and then you remember it wasn’t a 

dream . . . it was so horrible that it just kept coming at you in waves, and finally, after 

you got over the denial . . . just the sadness . . . [it’s] just so unbelievable and sad.”   

And it was impossible to go anywhere and not discuss the shooting.  John Daniels 

remembers, “It’s the subject that everyone’s talking about no matter where you go.  And 

so I found myself . . . not wanting to go into a Zou Zou’s, not wanting to go into a Big 

Boy because I didn’t want to talk about it anymore or I didn’t want to talk about it with 

all kinds of people.” 

The story, of course, made its way beyond Chelsea and was picked up by the 

news.  My sister remembers hearing a report on the radio, “That was bizarre because it 

was actually on the radio, like the story is kind of famous.”  When our parents turned on 

the news, though, I didn’t watch it.  They told me it might be difficult for me to see, so I 

went up to my room.  The morning after the shooting, though, it was on the front page of 

the Detroit Free Press.  As a sixth grader, I liked feeling grown-up and flipping through 



the newspaper in the morning, but after reading the first sentence of the article, I couldn’t 

continue.  My parents were right: it was too hard.  I didn’t want to know any details. 

*     *     * 

Chelsea had been in the regional news before.  In December 1993, a science 

teacher at the high school brought a gun to school and shot a teacher, the principal, and 

the superintendent.  Joe Piasecki, the superintendent, died.  Now that a Chelsea shooting 

was on the news again, people commented that Chelsea was getting more tragedies than 

it should; they speculated that there was a “Chelsea Curse.”  Throughout the years, as car 

crashes and other unexpected deaths happened, people would chalk them up to the 

“Chelsea Curse.”  My dad doesn’t buy it.  “This kind of stuff happens everywhere, it’s 

just that it’s bigger news here in Chelsea than it is in, say, Detroit.  I mean, people are 

killed in Detroit every week, if not several times a week, but it doesn’t make the same 

kind of impact.”  Because Chelsea is a small community, you’re more likely to know 

who is involved in tragedy, so, of course, you are more affected by it. 

But, because the whole community felt the impact of the Youngs’ deaths, they 

also banded together in a great show of support.  My mom pointed out, “When tragedies 

happen . . . the good in people really comes out . . . so people were there for each other.”  

Meals were organized for Danny and Sydney.  Money was collected for a scholarship 

fund for Sydney.  Gigi’s Florists donated countless flowers for the viewing, funeral, and 

luncheon.  And Joe Merkel, owner of one of the town’s bars, put on and paid for the 

luncheon after the funeral.  My dad remembers, “That’s just the type of guy that Joe 

Merkel is . . . He just made it happen.”  And the support didn’t dwindle as time went on.  



John Daniels saw that “there was a strong, strong support for [Danny and Sydney] for 

months and months.” 

*     *     * 

The day after the shooting, Mrs. Henry and Mrs. Heydlauff were nervous about 

going back to their class.  Mrs. Heydlauff remembers “Karen and I both had a pit in our 

stomachs; we just did not want to go to school.”  They obviously didn’t want to jump 

right into their curriculum and clear the classroom of Cooper’s things like they would if 

he was student who had moved away.  Mrs. Henry described, “We left his desk because 

he didn’t move away, he didn’t leave our class voluntarily . . . Normally, if a kid moved, 

that desk would be whisked out of the group and emptied and sent off, and there wouldn’t 

be a trace of the child in the room.  And we didn’t want to do that.  He was still a part of 

the class, and I remember . . . [his desk] stayed in the cluster for a few days . . . [and] we 

slowly eased it out and after awhile, we pulled it to the side, but it still stayed.  His 

nametag was there, his stuff was still in the desk, we didn’t touch anything.”  The rest of 

that week, they focused on remembering Cooper’s life.  The class created a book of 

memories to give to Danny and Sydney and to have at the funeral home.  Each child drew 

a picture of a favorite memory on a sheet of construction paper, and they were bound 

together.  Kids wrote about Cooper’s book projects and Show-and-Tells, and Carly and 

Amanda wrote about Cooper Claus.  The class talked about their memories, and read 

some chapters from Cooper’s favorite books to remember him.   

The class also wanted to paint the Rock for Cooper.  Chelsea’s rock is on Main 

Street, in front of Pierce Park, a place that, though close, is not in walking distance from 

North Creek Elementary.  So Mrs. Heydlauff phoned Chris Frayer, the head of the bus 



garage, to get some transportation.  “[The bus garage] was absolutely amazing . . . Chris 

Frayer said, ‘Oh my gosh, I’ll be there to pick you up.  You tell me the time, and I’ll be 

there.’  And we had some parents get paint for us, and she picked us up.”  The kids 

painted the Rock orange and wrote something like “We love you, Cooper” or “We’ll 

always remember you, Cooper” and put their initials around the message.   

Mrs. Heydlauff admired how well the kids coped with the loss.  “They talked a lot 

and they’d say, ‘Remember Cooper when this happened,’ ‘Remember Cooper when that 

happened,’ but it was all happy.  And when . . . they made their little memory pages, they 

were tearjerkers.  Karen and I sobbed when we were reading it.  But for the kids, it was 

very positive.  They didn’t see it as sad; they were sharing happy memories and really 

cute things . . . To be a kid is amazing.  If we could cope like they cope.  Somehow, they 

were very light in handling it, and it was very uplifting.  It was very therapeutic to be 

around the kids, quite honestly.” 

*     *     * 

The day after the shooting, the school sponsored meeting where parents could 

come in and meet with the teachers, a member of the Chelsea Police Force, and clergy 

people.  They sat in a circle and asked questions about how they could help their children 

cope.  Later, the school district brought in a psychologist to help the community deal with 

grief and the teachers field questions.  Mrs. Henry was happy to have these resources.  “I 

felt like we were being judged on how we were going to handle this.  I mean, we’re the 

professionals, but this is…[nothing] anyone’s ever trained for, so we were in totally new 

waters.  We were trying so hard to be sensitive to everybody and everything, and I just 

remember [wondering], “Are we doing this right? Are we going about everything right?”  



And parents would come up to us and ask us all these questions, and we didn’t know, so 

we were…pretty much answering from our gut, so we were very happy that this 

professional was brought in to help.” 

Mrs. Holefka remembers that Chelsea really surprised the psychologist.  “She 

said, ‘You know, I can’t believe this.  Where I come from, no one owns a gun,’ and she 

said ‘I don’t understand that [so many people here have guns].’  And we have a gun case 

full of guns because my son hunts, and I grew up with hunters in my family.  But I’d 

never ever . . . encountered someone who’s even been hurt by a gun.  And so her take on 

it was really interesting, since she came here and almost every household has a gun, and 

she was surprised at that.  It makes me more nervous about [keeping guns], where I never 

was nervous about that before . . . It was interesting to see an outsider’s view and see her 

look at the turmoil, but also, I don’t think she could believe the support of all the people 

in the community and how everyone was able to somehow help each other.” 

*     *     * 

The viewing was at Staffen Mitchell’s funeral home.  Sam Parkanzky and his 

mom went into the funeral home, but Sam couldn’t take it, and had to leave.  Kim 

explained, “He wanted to see Danny, but he couldn’t really stay.  And I just remember 

Danny . . . crying and saying, ‘She was a good mother.  She loved them.’  We knew that.”  

Amanda Patton went to the viewing too, but she wouldn’t look inside the coffins.  “I went 

up and I looked at the flowers.  I don’t think I wanted to look inside.” The teachers came 

multiple times—they would sit with Sydney for hours.  Mrs. Heydlauff remembers, “I 

was really worried about Sydney because she wasn’t crying a lot.  She, of course, was 

obviously in shock.  I remember that Ruth [Steilstra] and I took Sydney . . . to get ice 



cream—just to give her a break from the funeral home.”  Danny, on the other hand, 

showed his grief.  There were two coffins; Janice was in one, and Cooper and Makenzie 

shared the other, one on each end with their toes together in the middle.  During the 

viewing, and later, during the funeral, Danny would be overcome with grief and go up to 

the coffins, crying as he hugged and kissed his family’s bodies. 

The funeral was on Saturday in the auditorium of the high school.  The teachers 

met at North Creek to carpool to the high school together.  Mrs. Henry remembers, “I had 

something going on after [the funeral] . . . I needed to get straight home.  And so I drove 

separately, though I met everyone at [North], and then we . . . followed each other.  And I 

remember I hadn’t cried for a few days about it, and in my car, driving, I just burst.  And 

I remember crying harder than I had cried the whole time.  And, I think, at this point, it’s 

really real.  And I remember the car in front of me and . . . the car behind me were all 

teachers, and I remember the [driver] in front of me must have looked in her rearview 

mirror because the front passenger hopped out . . . and she came running around my 

window, and she started banging on my window for me to let her in because she wanted 

to . . . comfort me . . . She was really good about soothing me, but I think that’s when it 

really hit.  That this was it.  We’re not going to see him again.  This is it.” 

The auditorium was packed with people—those who knew the Youngs well, and 

those who were just showing their support.  During the funeral, they played Cooper’s 

favorite song: Lou Bega’s Mambo #5.  My mom remembers how strange the whole 

situation was. “It was surreal . . . there are three dead people on the stage that were alive a 

week before . . . and Mambo #5 is playing over the speakers in the auditorium.  And . . . 

the minister did say, ‘I know this is a little out of the ordinary,’ but they played the whole 



song, and I remember thinking ‘Maybe they should have just played an excerpt of it,’ 

because it was uncomfortable . . . to be sitting there because some people uncomfortably 

laughed a little bit . . . And I can understand how you’d want to remember in a positive 

light . . . but it’s just a weird song anyway and it seemed very awkward to sit there and 

listen to that whole song in the circumstances.”  Mrs. Holefka remembers it differently. 

“Whenever I hear his song, I think of him, so I’m so glad that they played that because 

that was a nice memory.”  And, it’s true, every time any of us who knew Cooper hears 

Mambo #5, we think of him.  Mrs. Trudell appreciated that there was no finger pointing 

at the funeral and that the minister focused on the fact that Janice was a good mother.  

My dad agreed, but felt as though the tone of the eulogy focused too much on not 

pointing fingers and not enough on remembering the lives of Janice, Cooper, and 

Makenzie.  “I thought [the minister’s eulogy] was curious.  I understood what he was 

trying to do, but . . . he came across as being angry.  I remember him saying stuff like 

‘Don’t think that Janice didn’t love her children,’ and ‘if anybody says that, they’re 

wrong,’ and he was saying it in a very angry, strident way, and I thought that was a very 

curious tone.  I understand what he was doing . . . but the tone that he took was very 

accusatory . . . My understanding of what a eulogy is supposed to be is that you’re 

supposed to memorialize and help people move forward . . . and I didn’t feel that he did 

either one of those very well . . . I didn’t feel like he made any sort of meaningful tribute 

to the family, and I don’t think that he did anything to help people move forward and get 

past the place that everybody was at . . . I remember feeling disappointed in the way that 

he handled that.” 



As soon as Danny saw David Lange and his kids at the funeral, he stopped them 

and told them, almost verbatim, what David had told his own kids: that Janice would 

never have hurt Myles and Katherine.  David found that reassuring.  “It was just a real 

affirmation of what I said.”   

Danny also called out to my mom as my parents walked out of the funeral.  She 

didn’t think he even knew who she was, but he called her by name, recognizing her as the 

mother of one of Cooper’s friends.  “He grabbed my two hands, and he said my name, 

and he said, ‘Don’t forget Cooper.  We can’t ever forget Cooper,’ and he was sobbing.”  

*     *     * 

The kids at North wanted to make sure that Cooper was remembered.  A group of 

third graders approached Mrs. Whitmore and told her that they wanted to do something at 

the school to memorialize him.  The student council raised money and they bought a 

plaque and a bench and made a garden to remember Cooper.  After school, one day, they 

had a bench dedication and memorial service.  Mrs. Whitmore and Becky spoke, and 

some of the kids had written stories about Cooper.  Ellie Howe was one of them.  “I 

wrote a little story about playing with Cooper and talked about how we were lucky to 

have known him even for that short a time.”  Sam Parkanzky wrote a story too.  “I 

couldn’t read my story—I made Becky read it . . . I remember I had my story and on the 

back was a picture of me and him and I gave it to her and she kept it in her office.”  Carly 

remembers the service.  “I was really angry at a group of girls . . . who were sitting on 

Cooper’s bench . . . on the top of it, and you could hear them whispering to each other 

‘One, Two, Three’ and then they would start crying all at the same time.  Like they were 

just try to get attention for grieving over him . . . I knew these girls, [they] didn’t even 



know him, never spoke to him once, and they were trying to get attention by making a 

big deal . . . and I remember being really angry.” 

Carly and Amanda memorialized Cooper in their own way; one afternoon they sat 

down and wrote four songs.  Carly still remembers them and sang them for me.  The first 

they wrote went like this: 

It seems so long ago 
when he would laugh with us, 
and talk with us,  
and smile with us.   
His special smile.  His Cooper smile.  
Would make my day come true,  
would make the sky turn blue,  
would make me happy too.   
It happened so fast from the ground to the sky.   
His smile first floated then began to fly.   
It seemed so long ago. 

 

Carly was a little embarrassed about the quality of that song, but she felt like the second 

one they wrote was the strongest of their set.  It went like this: 

Cooper, Cooper, fly like a dove.   
Cooper, Cooper, to heaven above.  
Woah-oh-oh please don’t go.   
Woah-oh-oh, we miss you so.  
Cooper, Cooper come back to me.  
Cooper, Cooper I hate to see you flee.   
But if up there, you feel free,  
fly with angels away from me. 
 

The third song was: 

  Memories, Memories, flying past my face.   
Memories, memories for every time and place.   
But the memories of Cooper are our favorite ones of all.   
When we think of Cooper, it’s never, ever dull. 
 
Sitting on the tire trees while other children climb.   
Talkin’ to Cooper Claus for the very last time.   
 



Memories, Memories, flying past my face.   
Memories, memories for every time and place.   
But the memories of Cooper are our favorite ones of all.   
When we think of Cooper, it’s never, ever dull. 
 

Their fourth song talked of heaven: 

 

The sky is always blue  
and there is always room to fly.   
Children run so happily  
and watch the birds fly by.   
 
Flowers blooming all year long  
and a mountain of marshmallows. 
Small trees growing big and strong  
and a chocolate river flows.   
 
And the golden gate will open wide  
and you know who walks through the door.   
Three of the Youngs, side by side, 
though we can’t see them anymore.   
Now heaven is better place  
than it ever was before. 
 

 The two girls recorded their songs on a cassette tape, and gave them to Danny.  

Carly told me about it. “We went with Mrs. Patton to take it to his house and . . . he was 

so moved by it, and I just remember him crying and [I thought it] was strange because 

before all this, I had never seen an adult cry before, not even Mom.  Seeing all these 

adults cry was weird for me.”  Danny didn’t listen to the tape while they were there, and 

later, he told Carly that he couldn’t listen to it all the way through because it was too hard 

for him. 

 Carly and Amanda also made a pact about Cooper that Amanda told me about. 

“We said that anytime we had a wish—like on a birthday cake or on a dandelion or 

anytime we had a wish chip—we would wish for Cooper to come back, and that if we 

wished enough times, then it would come true.  Which I did up until—I did for a lot of 



years.  I would wish for Cooper to come back.  Even when I didn’t believe that it would 

happen anymore, I still kept wishing because I would feel weird if I didn’t.” 

Amanda had trouble sleeping after the shooting, so she went to meet with Debbie 

Brinklow, a family friend who is a psychologist.  Amanda doesn’t remember her being 

very “shrinky”; instead she mostly had Amanda do art projects.  One night, though, when 

Amanda couldn’t sleep, she went to talk with her mom.  “I was feeling upset about 

Cooper because I didn’t know what had happened to him.  I mean, I knew what had 

happened, but I didn’t know what happened after.  And [I was not] raised religiously, so I 

didn’t know if there was an afterlife or what would happen to him now.  And so [my 

mom] told me about a friend of hers named Tom Hershey who she knew in college.  And 

when he was a kid, he had several near death experiences.  He was always in and out of 

hospitals and getting surgeries, and once, he actually died on the operating table.  And he 

said that, as a very young child, he saw a white light and he felt a sense of happiness.  

And so after that I always thought of Tom Hershey . . . if he felt happy when he was 

dead, then maybe it was going to be okay.” 

*     *     * 

Throughout all of this, Ellie Howe never asked anyone who had killed Cooper or 

why they had done it—she’d never even thought of it.  “But [one day] I was sitting at a 

table with some kids and they said his mom did it, and I went home and asked my mom if 

she was going to kill me.”  Becky Morse remembers this being a problem with many of 

the elementary schoolers. “Kids were very shook . . . for a very long time, simply because 

your mom is always your safety net, and no matter what you do, your mom is going to 

love you.  And the kids who knew Cooper, knew he wasn’t bad, Makenzie wasn’t bad . . . 



so it was very confusing for the kids, and we had an awful lot of very, very scared kids 

after that.  And a lot of them . . . were just confused because Moms aren’t supposed to do 

that.”  That was an issue that Ellie dealt with then, and continued to deal with over the 

past years.  “I think about it every day . . . What his mom did was terrible, but . . . I know 

that she had a lot of good in her and that behind violence and anger there’s suffering.  So 

after a time of being angry, you have some compassion for her.  So it’s been a strange 

journey of learning that no matter what horrible things people do, they’re still good 

people . . . And that you can forgive them no matter what they do . . . That’s the main 

thing I’ve taken from it.”   

*     *     * 

A few weeks after the shooting, Cooper’s class went through his desk, saving 

anything his dad and sister might want in a bag.  Slowly, Mrs. Henry and Mrs. Heydlauff 

took Cooper’s art off of the walls and placed it in the bag, and, after a little while, they 

went to talk with Danny and his parents.  Danny had asked if the two of them would be 

willing to come over and share their memories of Cooper.  Mrs. Henry remembers, “It 

was a tough day when we took that stuff over there because Danny wanted to sit down 

and go through the whole bag with us.  He wanted to hear about what it was; he wanted 

to hear about the kids making the book, he wanted to know everything . . . we were there 

a long time, talking with them and just reminiscing, and he was showing us the tattoos 

that he had—he’d just had them done, in fact, his mom had not seen them yet.  And, 

when he lifted up his shirt to show us, she kind of made a little gasp of ‘Wow, I can’t 

believe you did that.’ . . . [The tattoos were of] their faces.  And they were huge, they 

were just huge.  It was one on each [shoulder].  And then he had their name and then 



something else was beneath it.  Forever?  Some phrase or some word that he would 

remember . . . I just remember how they took up the entire upper part of the arm.” 

Cooper and Makenzie’s pictures are also on their tombstone.  Their stone, which 

looks like a heart, and Janice’s are on the edge of the new section of the cemetery.  You 

can see them whenever you drive down Freer Road. “I drive through the cemetery [on my 

way to work] every day,” says Mrs. Henry.  “I look at their headstones twice a day, every 

day. . . When they were first buried, I would do it and I would think of them the rest of 

the morning until I got to school . . . and something else distracted me and the same thing 

going home . . . I still look at the headstones every day, when I turn that corner, it’s an 

automatic.  And I don’t necessarily think about them every day, but in the spring . . . 

when the anniversary starts to come up, I do start to think more and more about them.”   

There were lamps in front of the gravesite, and every night they would be lit.  My 

mom remembers, “I’d always make sure I would drive home so I could drive past their 

graves, and I would always see the little lights on, and I would always say a prayer . . . 

Still, every time I drive by there, I always look to the left . . . There used to be someone 

there visiting the graves all the time, and [the lamps] always used to be lit no matter what, 

and not anymore . . . I think the lamps are still there, but you don’t see them lit anymore.”   

Danny was so concerned that people would forget his children, but there are 

things that will always make people remember.  Some were his doing.  When Danny and 

Sydney returned to their house around Thanksgiving, Danny put three white Christmas 

angels in front of their house.  Everyone knew the angels represented Janice, Cooper, and 

Makenzie, and every time Mrs. Trudell sees one of those angels, she thinks of them.  For 

at least a year after the deaths, Danny kept Cooper and Makenzie’s trampoline up in front 



of the house; he said he didn’t have the heart to bring it in.  When my mom would bike 

by, she would see that trampoline and think of the kids.  On the first anniversary of their 

deaths, Danny came into the school and passed out pins with Cooper and Makenzie’s 

pictures on them that said “Remember Cooper” and “Remember Makenzie.”  The kids 

and teachers would wear them on the anniversaries of their deaths, and, even now, though 

people don’t often wear them, many still have the pins within arms’ reach, in a desk 

drawer or a jewelry box.  The students would wear orange on the anniversary to 

remember Cooper.  They would visit the gravesite.  Mrs. Holefka was given an angel 

figurine the morning Cooper was killed, and she keeps it in her classroom and thinks of 

him when she sees it.  “I still have my little angel up there that my best friend had 

brought in that morning.  It was an angel of caring, and I thought, ‘Oh what a fitting thing 

to have because that’s what Cooper was: very caring.’” 

Sometimes, though, remembering is too difficult.  Carolyn can’t listen to the song 

that she was learning how to play on the piano at the time that Cooper died.  “I never 

listened to that song ever again, and when I heard it, I just turned it off . . . I remember 

my dad played it one time and I said, ‘Dad, don’t play that song,’ and he said ‘Why? It’s 

such a pretty song,’ and I said, ‘I know, but it just reminds me of stuff I don’t want to 

think about right now.’”  For a few years, John Daniels lived out on Cavanaugh Lake.  “I 

used to walk around Cavanaugh Lake . . . and there are handprints and [Cooper and 

Makenzie] wrote their names in concrete by the driveway, so when you walk by, you can 

see it.  And I don’t look at that.  I can’t . . . and there’s a song that was played at the 

funeral, that I can’t—I don’t want to hear because it reminds me of that.  So there’s 



things that I shut out, but what I don’t shut out is trying to look at the positive of Danny’s 

life, Janice’s life, and the kids . . . that’s the best we can do.” 

Even though almost ten years have passed since the shooting, Sam Parkanzky and 

his friends still think of Cooper all of the time.  They visit his grave every year; a few 

years ago, they made t-shirts.  And when they graduated from high school, they put 

orange C’s on their caps.  They didn’t make a big fuss about what they were doing, but 

Amanda Patton, who was standing next to Sam at graduation, noticed it.  “I saw his 

orange C, and we were all kind of happy and cheery, so I said, ‘Oh Sam, what’s the 

orange C for?’ even though I haven’t talked to him since Elementary School, and I said, 

‘Is it for Chelsea?’ and he said, ‘No, it’s for Cooper.’ It made me happy to see that.”  Sam 

and his friends talk about what Cooper would be like today.  They’re sure they would still 

be friends with him.    

*     *     * 

When I’m home, I drive by the gravesite about three nights a week.  I always look 

towards their graves, and I imagine the little pinpricks of light from the lamps.  Each time 

I drive by, I think “One of these days, I’m going to stop, and I’m going to light the 

lamps.”  I still believe that one day, I will. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Part IV: I had more to say 

 

 

 

Late in the winter of 2009, I wrote a short piece about Cooper and Makenzie’s 

deaths and my reactions to them: a piece that, then, I thought was complete. As part of 

my research for that piece, I went online and found the newspaper articles that I had been 

unable to read when I was in sixth grade.  I was sitting at my desk, alone in my dorm 

room, and I found out the details.  My vision just got a little fuzzy, and then tears started 

to fall.  It sounds so cliché to say they rolled down my cheeks, but that’s how it felt.  Like 

little warm beads sliding across my face.  The tears took me by surprise—I hadn’t cried 

about it since it happened. 

After reading, though, I got angry.  The people who wrote these stories weren’t 

from Chelsea, they didn’t know the Youngs at all.  And they were so sensational about it, 

putting details in their articles that didn’t add anything.  An article in the Detroit News 

printed the transcription of Sydney’s 911 call—that didn’t seem appropriate.  What 

Sydney said is none of our business, and its inclusion didn’t further develop the report of 

the shooting.  They treated the story like it was a movie or a cheap novel, not like it was 

real life.  But it was.  I knew those kids, and I knew people who knew those kids, and that 

wasn’t the way we wanted to remember them.  I started to think of a way I could do it 

differently.  And my five-page story was not going to be enough. 

I started talking with Gail Griffin, my creative-writing professor, and Natalia, my 

friend and TA, saying that I felt like I had more to say.  Both suggested I turn it into a 



senior project, but I responded to both of their suggestions with “No, it’s not my story to 

tell.”  I could write a few pages about how I felt, but I certainly didn’t have the authority 

to write ten times that amount and speak of how everyone else felt.  I dismissed that 

project idea.  And then I had a dream.  

In my dream, Sydney came up to me and said, “Emily, I heard you wrote some 

stuff about what happened.”   

 I was nervous.  Was she going to get mad?  I nodded. 

 She smiled, and asked, “Could I get a copy of it?” 

 I said I’d get her one, and she gave me a hug, with tears in her eyes, and, 

instantly, we were great friends, in the way that you can be only in dreams.  We talked 

about our short friendship in Elementary School and that it was silly that we never did 

become friends again.  We decided we were going to go somewhere and hang out.  Then 

I woke up. 

I don’t take dreams as signs.  But this one gave me a nudge, and I started 

considering writing about the Youngs for my project.   I thought about it for two months.  

Then it was time to take action.  I decided that if I talked to Sydney and she said I could 

write about it, I would do it.  Right then, I e-mailed her, and a day or two later I got her 

okay response.  I was scared.  I wasn’t sure it was my place to be interviewing people and 

writing about Cooper and Makenzie, but I was going to do it. 

The authority to write about Cooper and Makenzie is something I still struggle 

with.  I knew the Youngs, but not very well.  Now, though I still question my authority 

from time to time, I view my approach as one by a member of the community.  Even 



those of us who weren’t close to the Youngs were affected by what happened, and 

maybe, it takes someone who was not so close to write about it.   

*     *     * 

Before I started this project, I didn’t think about what people’s reactions would 

be.  The few people I talked to about it were immediately supportive, and, naively, I 

didn’t consider that some people might disapprove of what I was doing.  And, for the 

most part, people were amazing.  They rearranged schedules to make time for interviews, 

they re-lived difficult times and continued on through tears, they thanked me for writing.  

Even those who decided it would be too hard to talk with me about what they 

remembered were supportive, asking if they could still read the end result.  But, there 

were a few instances where people expressed their disapproval.  

At the beginning of the summer, I was explaining my project to Andrea, a co-

worker of mine.  Immediately, she became visibly upset.  She told me that her son was in 

Makenzie’s pre-school class. She vividly remembers telling him that Makenzie had died.  

I asked her if she’d be willing to be interviewed and she quickly responded, “No.  Oh no.  

I don’t remember anything good.” Those words left me with a funny feeling.  I almost 

jumped in and said, “You could just tell me about what you remember about Makenzie 

when she was alive—those would be good things,” but I didn’t want to push it.  But it 

was then that I started to realize that not everyone would react positively to my project. 

The next week, I interviewed Kathy Trudell.   Before we started the interview, she 

told me that she’d mentioned my project to one of her neighbors who responded, “Oh, 

why is she dredging this up after all of these years?”  Mrs. Trudell went on to say that she 

thought I was doing a good thing, and that she’d talked to Sydney and that she was only 



going to talk about “good memories,” but I couldn’t stop thinking about what that woman 

said.   

I kept returning to the woman’s question throughout that week— eventually 

asking myself “Why am I dredging it up?”  I was driving to work when it just hit; I 

started answering the woman and myself out loud, building up to a shout, even though I 

was by myself in the car.  “I am not ‘dredging.’ I am remembering.  I am doing what 

Danny wanted—people have already forgotten so much, and they are going to forget 

more if it doesn’t get written down.  I’m not doing this without permission—I talked to 

Sydney, I got her okay.  I’m not forcing people to talk to me—they are glad to help, they 

want to read it when I’m done, they want to remember these kids. I’m sorry it’s hard for 

you to remember.  Parts are hard for me too.  It’s been hard for all of the people I talk to.  

And I’m not going to make you talk to me; I’m not going to make you read it.  But I’m 

doing the right thing.  Cooper and Makenzie deserved a full life, which no one can give 

back to them.  But I can make sure that the time they spent here is remembered, that it 

was meaningful.  And that is not dredging; it is a good thing.”   

I needed that pep talk.  Throughout the summer and fall, as I came across people 

who didn’t like what I was doing or roadblocks that made me wish I’d picked an easier 

project, I would stop and speak out loud: “I know I’m doing the right thing.”  Sometimes, 

I just need a reminder. 

 Though it’s difficult for people to remember the bad things that happen, I’ve 

realized that “the bad memories” make up an important part of my project.  Hearing 

people’s memories of Cooper and Makenzie’s lives was my favorite part of this project.  

Writing about their lives is a way of keeping Cooper and Makenzie’s memories alive in 



Chelsea and introducing them to the people outside of Chelsea.  But the significance of 

this project is more than that, and it’s because I talk about the bad things too.  There is 

loss and tragedy in all of our lives, even if it is not to the magnitude of the deaths of the 

Youngs.  And by writing about this tragedy, I’m showing how the community of Chelsea 

coped.  The story shows a disaster and it shows a community recovering from it.  We 

aren’t completely healed—that’s why people won’t talk about the bad memories.  It’s 

easier to ignore the fact that something horrific happened than to talk about it and feel the 

pain again.  I’d like to think that my project gives permission or a nudge to talk about 

tough memories—any tough memories.  Because when you talk with someone about 

these things, even though it’s difficult, you don’t feel so alone.  And that’s how you cope. 

*     *     * 

I don’t think I can go a day without seeing something that reminds me of Cooper 

or Makenzie.  Now, not only do I have my memories of the two of them, I also have the 

memories of every person I interviewed.  I see a plastic fairy wand—I think of Makenzie 

in the library.  I see two boys giggling at a Captain Underpants book—I think of Cooper.  

Oftentimes, I’ll wake up in the morning with a melody on my mind only to realize it’s 

one of the songs Carly and Amanda wrote about Cooper.  

Plus, there’s all the talk among seniors about our senior projects; I’ve come to dread the 

“What’s your SIP?” question.  I have my two-sentence synopsis down. “There was a 

shooting in my town about a decade ago where two kids died.  I’m doing a creative non-

fiction piece about what people remember about them and the community’s reaction to 

their deaths.”  Then comes the awkward silence—people don’t really know what to say 

from there.  I get a lot of “that’s heavy stuff.”  Sometimes people ask follow up questions, 



but usually we move on to whatever chemistry experiments and research papers the 

others around us are doing. 

 Though it can be difficult, it seems right when something reminds me of Cooper 

or Makenzie.  But what will happen in a few years, when my project is long done and the 

two of them aren’t on the forefront of my brain?  Soon, I know, I won’t be thinking of 

Cooper and Makenzie every day.  I won’t forget them, exactly, but if you don’t think 

about something, it doesn’t seem like remembering.   

*     *     * 

I’ve become afraid of forgetting things.  Talking to all of these people and hearing 

them say over and over, “I don’t remember what came next,” or “I wish I remembered 

more,” has made me aware that forgetting things is inevitable.  I want to fight that.  I 

started a journal midway through the summer—chronicling my days and my thoughts—

but I haven’t been keeping up since school got busy.  Now, I write only once or twice 

every few weeks.  I feel like I’m letting future-me down. 

Even if we remember something, though, it doesn’t mean that it really happened.  In 

many interviews, I heard the same story with major elements changed.  Mrs. Henry and 

Mrs. Heydlauff remember that Cooper was never late—Becky remembers that he was 

tardy all of the time.  Mrs. Whitmore only remembers talking to the third graders—Mrs. 

Holefka and Mrs. Henry remember her talking to each class.  Amanda remembers Debbie 

Brinklow telling the third graders what happened—everyone else remembers Mrs. 

Whitmore.  I was talking with Amanda about this, and she stopped, thought, and said, 

“Well, I spent a lot of time with Mrs. Brinklow.  Maybe that’s why I remember her 

telling us.” 



The idea of having a memory that isn’t true unnerves me.  If I can’t be certain of 

what I’ve experienced, what can I be certain of?  While writing this, I’ve had to decide 

which stories to go with, and which to disregard.  In cases where only one person 

remembers it differently (like Amanda’s), the decision is easy, but what about when 

everyone’s recollections are different?  I don’t feel qualified to be making these 

decisions, but I don’t think anyone is.  Memory is a tricky thing, a liar, but I think all 

memories have that bit of truth.  What’s true for Amanda might be different from what’s 

true for Becky or what’s true for my mom, and it’s not my place to label it fact or fiction.  

What I’ve written may not be entirely true, it might not be exactly what happened.  But 

it’s what we remember. 

*     *     * 

It is October 2009; I’m working on the first section of my project.  I fall asleep, 

and Makenzie is in my dream.  She sits on my lap and just laughs and laughs.  I know 

that she isn’t back forever, but I sit there with Makenzie, introducing her to a friend, and 

we giggle and are happy.  I wake up before she disappears.  She is there with me for all of 

the day. 


