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	Praise for A Father’s Fight


	“A Father’s Fight is both a beautiful tribute to Robbie Parker’s daughter Emilie and an invaluable lesson about the dangers of a post-truth era. Parker’s tireless efforts in the name of justice are proof that with enough courage and fierce determination, good triumphs over evil.”


	—katie couric, award-winning journalist and #1 New York Times bestselling author of Going There


	“A Father’s Fight is more than a compelling memoir, it’s a deep dive into the evil forces that are dividing the country and the redemption of people who used their voices to win with the truth. Robbie Parker tells his story through the lens of a parent’s love as he recounts not just the horrible events of the Sandy Hook School shooting and losing his beautiful daughter, but the terror he faced with his family as that loss became a conspiracy theory. This book is a testament to a father’s love, as well as an inside look at their fight for justice in the wake of unspeakable tragedy.”


	—lee woodruff, New York Times bestselling author of In an Instant: A Family’s Journey of Love and Healing


	“Robbie Parker’s journey is every American dad’s worst nightmare, squared. In the wake of his daughter’s murder at Sandy Hook, he faced a decade of dollarized humiliation at the hands of Alex Jones and his army of conspiracy ghouls. In A Father’s Fight, he leads us deep into the bizarre hell-dive, weaving a compellingly intimate and approachable narrative out of the years of unimaginable pain and abuse. . . . But then came more twists, the darkness thickened as Parker was forced to look within. A fearless and unique book.” 


	

—dan reed, director of The Truth vs. Alex Jones


	“Robbie Parker’s story of fatherhood is one of walking humbly, loving tenderly, and—after losing his daughter at Sandy Hook—trying to grieve openly. His next mission, so powerfully portrayed in this book, was to confront evil by acting justly. Thus, the ‘fight’ in A Father’s Fight, Parker’s stirring account of his battle, on behalf of every parent and child, against weaponized lies.”


	

	—mark k. shriver, New York Times bestselling author and Christopher Award winner


	“Robbie Parker went through the worst experience a parent can endure, and somehow, in the cloud of that all-consuming grief, found the courage to stand up to evil and help a community find justice. A Father’s Fight details Robbie’s courageous journey to reclaim his daughter’s memory and protect his family against Alex Jones’s intentional and directed campaign of hatred. His book is a heartbreaking encapsulation of grief, and a stirring look at how community, love, and perseverance can take down a million-dollar propaganda machine. It’s a devastating, inspirational, and empowering read.” 


	—us senator chris murphy (D. Conn.)


	“Mr. Parker takes an unimaginable experience and delivers a highly relatable story, equal parts tribute to his daughter and crash course on the importance of standing up to societal bullies. This book is a valuable insight into the damage that weaponized lying for profit does to real people.”


	—dan friesen, host of the Knowledge Fight podcast


	“Robbie Parker courageously opens his soul to us in this emotional memoir related to the death of his daughter Emilie in the Sandy Hook Elementary School mass shooting. . . . This is a story about a father, unsure of himself at first, who fought back against a monstrous conspiracy theorist to honor the memory of his daughter. At times, I felt heartbroken while reading the book. Other times, I felt infuriated by a huckster’s systematic harming of Robbie and the other Sandy Hook families so he could line his pockets with money from his cult followers. . . . But more than anything, I felt proud that Robbie Parker had dug deep inside himself to justifiably take on an evil man.”


	—pete souza, former Chief Official White House Photographer for President Obama
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	For Emilie, Madeline, and Samantha. 
You are always worth fighting for.
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	Prologue


	“They Are Coming . . .”


	september 2022


	Turning off Riverside Road at a secluded entrance in Sandy Hook, Connecticut, I was surrounded by beauty and deep meaning. Still, my body remembered the horrific tragedy that transpired here—and the continuing sinister incidents that have brought me back.


	The crushed gravel path leading from the parking lot toward the Sandy Hook Memorial diverged into numerous paths. It meandered through and around natural landscaping, past a quote from President Obama etched in metal and set in stone. The terrain ascended and descended, subtly in some areas and sharply in others. 


	“The designers purposefully wanted to demonstrate what grief feels like,” our guide and fellow surviving parent, Tricia Pinto, explained to my wife, Alissa, and me as we paused for a moment to take in the scenery. Alissa let go of my hand as the path narrowed, and I immediately missed her stabilizing comfort. I hung back while she moved forward a few paces until she looked back at me, her blue eyes moist. “Wow,” she mouthed.


	“All the paths lead away from and toward everything else. You’ll notice they rise and fall,” Tricia said. 


	That perfectly summarizes what grief feels like, I thought, as I took in the different twisting and intersecting paths. I remembered the first moment grief came to me, the night Emilie died, and ripped a piece of my heart out that has never been returned. Then, how our small town’s communal grief spread out across the world, inspiring acts of love and compassion in a way I had never felt before and have yet to see since. I again felt the nagging doubt and question: What kind of husband and father would I be if my daughter had not been killed, compared to the one I became because she was? 


	As we moved along, I reset myself, checking in with every sense I possessed. My mouth tasted dry and metallic. With a deep breath, I smelled mulch around the plants hanging on to life despite the chill of this early fall afternoon. The water from a nearby creek trickled by softly. Fine gravel crunched under my feet, keeping me grounded even as the breeze ruffled my clothing and the sun’s rays warmed my skin. I saw wildflowers with aging petals clinging onto stems alongside the path, but purposefully tried to avoid looking directly at the memorial. Still, I couldn’t help but notice its simplistic beauty.


	While walking, I kept reminding myself to breathe. On certain moments when I feel Emilie’s presence or absence strongly, the air around me evaporates, leaving a vacuum. I often imagine this sensation will get easier with time, but it does not.


	This monument had been almost ten years in the making. It filled me with apprehension, a tinge of anticipation, and another emotion I couldn’t describe. Just through the trees behind us, up a small hill and out of sight from where I was standing, I heard children playing. It was the new Sandy Hook Elementary School. It sat intimately close—but not on the land for the memorial. Joyous cheers from recess transcended the distance. Excited screams and laughter pierced my body . . . but calmed my soul. The feeling, I realized, was longing. 


	Children being children, living so carefree, might seem a complete contradiction to the purpose of a memorial site. There we were, remembering the lives of twenty-six people—twenty of them children, including my daughter Emilie—all murdered inside their school. Yet the sound of infectious glee gave me exactly what I hoped this memorial would provide, a physical place to remember and feel those lives that were lived. To reminisce about who they were and what they meant to us, making them something more than just the story of how they perished. Those rambunctious voices brought precious memories of my daughter’s laughter into the area inside my chest where grief resided. 


	The wandering paths finally led us to the memorial site. A magnificently humble structure, whose simple appearance only exemplified its breathtaking beauty. Granite stonework encircled a large but shallow pool of water flowing in a gentle circle. But it was the young sycamore tree that struck me with awe. Planted on a small island built in the center of the pool, the sycamore is renowned for its strength and perseverance. Along the massive perimeter of the water, the name of every life lived and taken was raised up and etched in perfect symmetry on twenty-six capstones. Twenty-six lives.


	The three of us walked counterclockwise around the structure until we were in front of our oldest daughter’s name:


	Emilie Parker.


	Seeing her name, her life, memorialized this way was humbling and painful. How can something so simple elicit so much? 


	A bell chimed and the children’s chorus swelled before the tidal wave of sound rolled back into the school. “The flow of water,” Tricia explained reverently, “completes a full circle. If we lay a flower inside, it will leave but then circles back around, symbolizing that what we lose can return.”


	My wife and I stared at our oldest daughter’s name. I grabbed Alissa’s hand but swore I could feel Emilie’s gentle touch. The sound of her sweet voice lingered briefly in my mind . . . like the last note of a rousing symphony before everything goes silent. It’s the silence that gets to me.


	I peered through the thick trees past the new school to where the original Sandy Hook building once stood. That place where a twenty-year-old someone armed with more firepower than a soldier in battle carried out a brutal and unfathomable act against six- and seven-year-old children and their caring educators—simply because he wanted to. 


	When I looked over to my right at the firehouse where family members were told to wait for our children on that horrific day, I paused to feel the anger. I do not resist the searing pain and sorrow as I would have before. Grief has taught me to stop fearing these emotions and to allow them to flow through me, much like the nearby stream. But on that day in the firehouse, I only understood that this event was the absolute worst thing that could ever happen to my family. On that day, I recognized evil. 


	What I didn’t know was that while Alissa and I and other parents anxiously awaited news, the voice of a different kind of evil seized upon that moment to do his worst. From his Infowars studio in Austin, Texas, the notorious conspiracy theorist Alex Jones claimed the Sandy Hook Elementary School shooting was fake, that it was staged, that it wasn’t real—simply because he wanted to.


	“Don’t ever think this couldn’t be staged,” he warned with his laryngitic growl. “I told you they are going to come for our guns, look for mass shootings, and then magically it happens. They are coming. They are coming. They are coming!” 


	He deliberately stoked the fears of his rabid, loyal listeners while laying the foundation for who to blame—and who to fight—in order to “protect” their freedom to bear arms. This was a fight many of his listeners took seriously after Jones yelled into his microphone, “They are declaring war on the Second Amendment, period!”


	Similar messages and warnings echoed throughout degenerate areas of the internet for days and weeks after the shooting. While in the physical world, an overwhelming amount of love and support from all around the globe descended on Newtown—and we felt it. We received an emotional letter from the president of Portugal telling me how touched he was when he learned I had been teaching Emilie to speak Portuguese. One afternoon we opened a package from a seventeen-year-old artist who sent a breathtaking charcoal drawing of Emilie, who had dreams of becoming an artist herself someday. I stared at this stunning portrait, mesmerized by how well it captured Emilie’s eyes and vibrant spirit. The very personal and touching letter that accompanied the beautiful drawing described how she felt Emilie touched her life. “I’d like to think this drawing is from Emilie and me,” she wrote, then explained that the drawing helped her realize that “my passion is for art; it is what I was meant to do.” Complete strangers, friends, and acquaintances from long ago, even my elementary school librarian, found personal ways to express their sorrow and support for all the victims and their families. 


	How disorienting and confusing everything felt in those first days and weeks. We were weighed down by suffocating grief, while people across the world fought to lift us up with their kindness. In those raw moments, when I felt the pain of Emilie’s loss, that loving support kept me afloat. In those first hours and days there was no way for me or Alissa to know what would lie ahead, though we already sensed we would need time to heal and that the love, compassion, and support we’d already experienced would be a vital lifeline. We knew that every new day was another day between us and the last day we shared with Emilie, so we wanted to cherish those precious moments, as painful as they were. All Alissa and I wanted to do was grieve. With two surviving daughters to care for, we understood that to protect our family, ourselves, and our marriage, we needed to learn how to deal with grief. We felt that understanding and learning from grief needed to be our number one priority. Without knowing anything yet, we somehow knew that this was our family’s key to survival—how Emilie’s memory would live on. 


	Yet, for us, and for me personally, there existed another constant, powerful, and dangerous force exerting itself on our already complicated grieving process. On the very day of the shooting, Alex Jones gave no thought toward grief but instead declared war on those immersed in it. And his minions were prepared to fight and wasted no time heeding the call. They attacked. 


	“Fucking liar, your daughter ain’t dead!” one commented on Emilie’s memorial page that friends of ours started on Facebook. 


	“Viva 2nd Amendment! Try and take my guns, but watch your back, because we are coming for you!” said another, this one linked with an Infowars article and video showing Alex Jones.


	On that fateful day, Emilie and her friends experienced evil. Alex Jones spoke evil. In the months and years afterward, we have felt the aftershocks from both. From the day the shooter entered Sandy Hook Elementary to the very afternoon we visited the memorial, we were under a concentrated and relentless attack.


	Grief requires a constant exertion of energy, time, and focus. This time immediately after Emilie’s death felt sacrosanct, a time for our family to be focused on each other. We lost someone so precious to all of us. I wanted to hold everyone tight, protect them, and somehow let them know everything would be okay. However, because of conspiracy theorists, I was forced to direct my focus away from my family’s grief. I was disoriented and hurt by what I was seeing, and spent priceless hours trying to purge these hateful attacks from the internet and reporting them to social media companies. This distraction siphoned energy and stole precious moments—moments that should have been sacred. 


	One morning, two days before Emilie’s funeral, I received a disturbing personal message online. The anonymous author articulated in exquisite detail the physical harm I could expect if he ever saw me in person. After having just lost a daughter, I became hypervigilant with my responsibility to protect my family. Instead of being open to my wife’s and daughter’s emotional needs, as grief demands, I found myself being guarded. When out in public together, I wasn’t present but felt vulnerable and hyperfocused on everything around us. Like we were timid game animals grazing in the meadow, always alert and ready to give the signal to run. 


	I could not fight back with the intensity required to mount the defense needed to keep my family protected. Every time I sacrificed time and energy to combat this war, there was a direct, negative impact on my family—and equally heart-wrenching, to my ability to grieve my own daughter properly. My hypervigilance made me feel less connected to my family, to Emilie, and to myself. 


	Despite all my efforts to protect my family, show up in grief, be an example to my two living children, to deeply honor Emilie’s life and memory, I felt that I was failing—and I was. No matter what, the attacks just kept coming, leaving me feeling despondent, bitter, and angry. Alissa worried how this was affecting me and tenderly tried to help me become more present and balanced in our desires to be safe and grieve. But I was too entrenched to hear what she was saying. Instead, I continued to engage in an insurmountable battle against a multimillion-dollar propaganda machine fueled by hate and lies. The longer I remained connected to this fight alone, the more it disconnected me from my own voice, my own self, and eventually my own power.


	Even as I stood directly in front of Emilie’s name at the memorial a decade later, all I could hear in my mind was Alex Jones’s voice: “And here is Robbie Parker, a ‘supposed’ father of one of the victims . . .” Alissa grabbed my hand, which paused the voice long enough for me to reel myself back into the present moment. My body had become tense and rigid. The pain was familiar and present as if December 14, 2012, were only a few days ago. 


	I took another deep breath, smelled the mulch again, and tuned into the rustling autumn breeze. Finally, I bent over to touch the circular water flowing within the memorial’s structure. We took another turn through the memorial site, along a different path than the one that led us to Emilie’s name. I was glad we came, but I hated that it had to be here at all.


	We looked around and found Tricia with her head bowed in a solemn appearance that Alissa and I recognized immediately. Her eyes were moist when we approached her, in front of her son’s name, Jack Pinto, etched in stone. We all hugged each other with a type of embrace that only we can provide for one another.


	Back in the car, Alissa and I sat quietly, allowing our bodies to absorb the emotions from that experience. Alissa finally spoke, her tone solemn: “I can’t believe it’s been almost ten years.”


	“I know,” I rasped, clearing the frog from my throat. “It’s hard to fathom everything we’ve been through.” 


	She placed a hand on my cheek, the way married couples do when they have so much to say but not any of the words to say them. But she managed. “You’ve got this.” 


	With those three words, she brought us both back to the present moment and why we were there, in Connecticut, after having left nine years prior to give our family a fresh start. We were there, alongside fourteen other Sandy Hook family members and victims, to hold Alex Jones accountable for the insurmountable pain and suffering he caused innocent people. I was there to fight the war I never wanted to fight. For nearly a decade, I’d made myself small. I told my friends and my family that the vitriolic hate, the terrifying threats, and the online slander that defiled Emilie’s name and memory didn’t affect me. I believed that if I ignored the bully that is Alex Jones long enough he would eventually move on. It was a self-defeating battle that left me without my voice, without my power. I was back in Connecticut to finally restore and reclaim what was taken after the shooting. Finally, after years of litigation, appeals, depositions, and utilizing every strategy to avoid accountability, alt-right conspiracy theorist and snake oil peddler Alex Jones would stand trial. Lingering in the pit of my stomach, for me, for my wife, and for all of us lay the burning question: Will Alex Jones have the courage to show up and face us?


	Because I was here to take him on face-to-face in court and stand against those who felt emboldened and entitled to attack grieving families of murdered children. Because as grief taught us and the memorial pool symbolized, what we lose will come back to us—if we fight for it. 


	This story isn’t just mine to share. It’s for all of us because we have all lived through these tumultuous times together, in our own ways and along our own paths. As you read this story, I hope that our wandering paths intersect many times, proving how connected we are with one another. These connections can happen, regardless of where we were born, who we vote for, where our news comes from, or what teams we support. 


	Grief has taught me that. 


	So, as we continue to share our human experiences together, may we do so with greater compassion and empathy for one another. The only way the mirage of our differences disappears is when we see each other clearly. It’s time we start new conversations that move us forward, forging relationships that bring us together. Which becomes impossible when lies are purposefully used to separate me from you and us from them. Only the truth, the real truth, will set us free and initiate the kind of healing we all so desperately need.
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	Chapter 1


	That Day


	Alissa and I said very little as we approached all-too-familiar parts of Connecticut. Once an area filled with precious, sweet memories, it was now imbued with painful and emotional triggers.


	Like the wooded landscape outside the car that was transitioning from one season into another, we’d been forced to accept continuous change, often without any control or say in the matter. Off in the distance we spotted Danbury Hospital, where I began working in early 2012. Farther north out of sight was the small house we rented on Candlewood Lake after first moving to the area. That was where my oldest daughter of three, Emilie Parker, first attended kindergarten at Consolidated Elementary School before we settled in Sandy Hook. With eclectic outfits of her own choosing, piercing blue eyes, and an ever-talkative, sociable personality, she was immediately welcomed by teachers and classmates alike. After her first week she came home and announced she met her soulmate and future husband, Parker.


	“Can you believe it, Mom?” Emilie asked, smiling after school one afternoon. “If we got married, his name could be Parker Parker!” She burst out laughing, handing Alissa a drawing she and Parker had sketched of the house they would live in one day.


	As we passed the exit where the old Sandy Hook Elementary School sat out of sight among the trees, my throat burned as I recalled one of my fondest memories. Emilie was clutching a thrift store frame she had repainted herself that encompassed her first-grade class picture. She followed Alissa all over the house chattering about every one of her classmates, each one her friend. 


	“This is Charlotte Bacon—isn’t that funny, Mom?” she asked, beaming. “Her last name is Bacon, like bakin’ a cake!” Emilie giggled, and so did Alissa as our daughter gushed on. “And this is James Mattioli and Jessica Rekos and Grace McDonnell and Joey—Mom, look! This is Joey.” Joey, or Josephine Gay, was autistic and non-verbal. The chatty Emilie and the non-verbal Joey were a fantastic pair and best friends. “Then there’s Olivia, Noah, Daniel, Caroline, Benjamin, Allison . . .” Emilie loved her classmates and her school. And that’s where she died with them. 


	Like Emilie, I felt a deep sense of love for the parents of her classmates who were also killed. Though in reality, I didn’t know the other families very well. We moved to Newtown just eight months before the shooting and quickly became immersed in remodeling our home. It felt like the only people I recognized in town, outside of work and church, were Home Depot employees. 


	That spring of 2012, Alissa’s father had qualified for the Boston Marathon. He was also very helpful with remodels, a skill he had picked up helping his dad build houses when he was younger. So these were the perfect excuses for my in-laws’ first visit to our new home. After a week of remodeling and chores, we set out for Boston to watch “Grandpa” run in the Boston Marathon, checking off a long-standing bucket list item for him. Emilie, Madeline, and Samantha proudly displayed their homemade signs, jumping and cheering every time their grandpa passed by. 


	At the same time, my favorite baseball team, the Texas Rangers, were playing in Boston. Alissa’s family loved going to baseball games, so I also got to check off a bucket list item: attending a Rangers game at historic Fenway Park. This trip was so special for everyone because, as it turned out, it was the last time all of us were together. Five months later, in September 2012, Alissa’s father was involved in a horrible bicycling accident while riding in a one-day, 210-mile race from Logan, Utah, to Jackson Hole, Wyoming. We spent a month flying back and forth to Utah and were all present when he passed three weeks later. Between the move, the remodel, and Alissa’s father’s passing, we had inadvertently isolated ourselves from the greater Newtown community. 


	But after December 14, a strong kinship grew between us and the other parents. They were the only people on Earth in the you just get it group. Our group, known throughout town as The Families, met regularly for meetings with the state police and FBI when they provided updates into their investigations. We came together at times to help with yardwork or to provide our voices in areas that mattered to us. Such as battling the United Way after they raised tens of millions of dollars to support Newtown families, while actually putting that money into their general fund. Together we rooted for and supported the many non-profit organizations some of the families started to honor their children or evoke change in the world. Every once in a while I would receive texts from a few other dads wanting to go out for drinks after a particularly hard day. 


	But for a long time, I held the other parents at arm’s length. I had always felt some level of angst when I was around other Sandy Hook parents, due to the shame I carried all these years for my role in what became the Sandy Hook conspiracy movement. In my mind, I was to blame for it ever becoming a movement at all. None of the other families ever said or did anything to confirm this assumption, but I was convinced they believed this was all my fault. After all, it was my idea to hold a press conference that would become the fodder Alex Jones used to spew the lies that fueled hatred and slander toward all the Sandy Hook families. I bore the blame as a form of penance for the ruthless assault we suffered due to my carelessness. Because we moved out of Newtown a year after the shooting, I had only seen some of my fellow plaintiffs once since we left, and that was a lawsuit-related issue; the others I hadn’t seen at all. Still, because of what we had experienced together on the levels we did connect, they were closer than family for me. I cared about them, and the notion that I had let them down fueled my guilt and personal insecurities that whole night and into the first day of the trial. 


	Could this trial somehow ease that burden? Or would it only serve to exacerbate those feelings and beliefs? I did not know, but at this point there was only one way to find out.


	The first day of trial had arrived and everyone met in the hotel lobby before walking to the courthouse together. When the elevator doors opened, there in the foyer stood Jennifer Hensel. My heart leaped seeing her again. Her eyes, so dark and warm like her daughter Avielle’s had been, met mine as we exited the elevator.


	“Alissa . . . Robbie,” she said, almost surprised. “It’s so good to see you.”


	“It is so good to see you,” I said with some relief. I glanced around the lobby and saw other families arriving. Mark and Jackie Bardon’s son Daniel was killed in the same classroom as Emilie. The Bardons are a musical family, each able to play multiple instruments, and Daniel had a propensity for the drums. I saw David and Francine Wheeler, whose son Benjamin died alongside Emilie and Daniel. I first met them at a meeting with other families shortly after the shooting. David was pleasant and talkative when he introduced himself to me at a time when I was neither of those things. I liked them very much, but did not know them well.


	I was excited to see Nicole and Ian Hockley arrive. Ian was the first parent I met after the shooting, and I have felt the seedlings of a proper friendship in our interactions over the years—if only those seeds had fallen on less-traumatic soil. Their son Dylan was autistic and died in the protective arms of his special needs aide, Anne Marie Murphy. Nicole threw herself into advocacy work spending countless hours promoting programs involving gun, school, and community safety.


	The other plaintiffs were family members of adult victims from the shooting. Bill Sherlock, a dapper and delightful gentleman whose wife, Mary, was the school psychologist. Bill always made me feel comfortable in these group settings, even when I wasn’t. Victoria Soto was a first-grade teacher who died protecting her students. I was happy to meet her mother, Donna, and siblings, Carlee, Jillian, and Matthew. Dawn Hochsprung, the school principal, was the first person to encounter the shooter. Her daughter Erica Lafferty pushed hard for the lawsuit against Alex Jones to be filed. 


	As greetings and hugs abounded in that hotel lobby, I was filled with a sense of fellowship that can only be felt among these people. Today meant so much to all of us after the long journey we experienced just to reach the trial. But this gathering of Sandy Hook families was different from any other I had been a part of before. What brought us together that morning, what we were fighting for this time, was not about what happened to our children, wife, or sister. We were there because of what happened directly to us because of Alex Jones. We were there to fight for ourselves and for each other.


	A few minutes later all of us walked the half mile from that hotel lobby, past lines of cameras and reporters, and entered the courthouse together. The courtroom assigned for this case was larger than what I had envisioned with a high, twenty-foot ceiling. Yards of empty space separated the judge’s bench, jury box, and the attorneys’ tables. Anemic beige walls and pale carpet under light brown wooden structures and trim gave the room a homely vibe. The room was already packed except for a section on the first three rows reserved for plaintiffs and families. Together we listened to one of our attorneys during his opening statement as he turned to the jury, his eyes pleading. “We need you to understand the truth of what happened that day.” 


	I held Alissa’s hand and looked around the courtroom, making eye contact with Erica Lafferty, Nicole Hockley, and Francine Wheeler. Because, without a word, we knew “that day” is what tore us apart individually and brought us together collectively. Almost everyone has their own “that day” experience—an event that somehow demarcates one’s life into the chronology of before that day and what happened after it. 


	That day, Friday, December 14, 2012, I awoke early for work and felt the excitement that had been building in our house all week. Emilie, after hearing the story about the real St. Nicholas, took it upon herself to start a family toy drive. After rummaging in the garage, she found what she called “the perfect box” and walked through the living room, right past the Christmas tree, nativity advent calendar, and her mother on the couch before disappearing into her room. Emilie was always full of ideas and fanciful plans, so her actions were no surprise to Alissa, who followed her with a quizzical stare. “Mom, I’m collecting toys to donate for other kids,” she announced when she reappeared a little while later holding up the box for Alissa to see her miscellaneous collection of toys, stuffed animals, dolls, and doll clothes. “But I don’t have enough.” With a grin, she raced to recruit her two younger sisters, Madeline and Samantha. Her spirit of philanthropy was not as easily adopted by her sisters when she asked them to donate their precious toys to join hers inside the box, but Emilie pressed forward and with some older sisterly love, persuasion, and bartering, everyone eventually was on board. Soon, the box was full to the brim. But before it could be considered complete, Emilie rushed to grab something from her room, then rejoined everyone in Samantha’s room.


	“There,” she said, placing a piece of her artwork into the box. It was as though she knew that only by giving away something truly meaningful would it be meaningful for someone else. With that, the donation box was ready.


	To kick off the Christmas break, Alissa and I agreed at the end of the week, we would all drop the box off at Make a Home Foundation, a local non-profit. We visited this store often during our remodel to pick out old furniture we could refurbish on our tight budget. Emilie loved that store because she “negotiated” with the owners to keep random or broken items she found lying around. These special items were always reused in Emilie’s many artistic projects.


	Emilie was a notoriously early riser. So much so that we taught her how to tell time just so we could make a rule that she was not allowed to come to our room before 7:00 a.m. After I woke up that Friday morning full of anticipation, I cracked Emilie’s door at six forty-five and, of course, she was already awake, sitting obediently on the edge of her bed waiting. She saw me, looked at her clock, then back to me, and smiled.


	“Bom dia!” she exclaimed excitedly in Portuguese. I had lived in Brazil for two years after high school, becoming fluent in the language. Recently I had started teaching Emilie. 


	“Bom dia você,” I replied back. “E cómo está?” Good morning to you and how is it going?


	“Estou bem.” I am good, she answered, still smiling.


	“Está bem; eu te amo.” That’s good; I love you.


	“Eu te amo.” I love you. 


	“I know it is before seven, but Mom is awake so you can go ahead and snuggle with her if you want.” After a hug, Emilie skipped off to Alissa, because Emilie never simply walked anywhere. 


	By the time I was ready to leave for work, the whole house was awake with everyone in Samantha’s room elated that today the box, still nestled along the wall, would be donated for other children in need. After quick hugs and kisses for everyone, I was out the door. A short while later, Alissa and the girls walked to the end of our road to meet Emilie’s school bus. Like every other morning. Alissa chatted with our neighbors while the kids ran around. When the school-aged children had to leave, Emilie pranced over to the opened doors, bounded up onto the bus, and headed off for school. By the time the bus dropped Emilie off at Sandy Hook Elementary, I was already busy at the hospital.


	I was still new to Danbury Hospital, having worked there for just shy of a year, but had quickly been accepted and woven into our unit’s fabric. As a physician assistant in the neonatal intensive care unit I spend my mornings poring over recent lab results, performing physical exams, and talking with staff about each baby prior to starting our patient rounds. The NICU can be a chaotic, thrilling, exhausting, and at times tragic place to work. It is also the most special place in any hospital with the best patients anyone could care for—and I love it. That morning, during our patient rounds, I received a disturbing voicemail.


	Hello, this is Pat Llodra, Newtown First Selectman, calling to inform you that all Newtown public schools have been placed in lockdown due to a reported shooting at one of our schools. 


	Before I even attempted to comprehend what I just heard, my phone rang again. This time it was Alissa asking if I’d received the call about the lockdown. 


	“What do you think is going on?” she asked. “What should I do?”


	“I have no clue,” I stammered, searching for the right thing to say. “This has got to be something at the high school, right? I mean that’s where something like a shooting would happen.”


	“What if it isn’t at the high school?” Alissa asked, concerned. “Emilie’s classroom is in that front hallway.”


	I had no answer. Alissa, not one to wait for instructions, went to pick up Madeline from preschool. When I turned on the TV in the break room a reporter announced that a shooting had been reported at Sandy Hook Elementary School in Newtown, Connecticut. She read the teleprompter dispassionately as if the words entered her eyes and escaped her lips without giving her mind a chance to process what she was saying. My heart plummeted.


	“Hey,” I said anxiously when I called Alissa back. “The shooting was at Sandy Hook.”


	“I know,” Alissa broke in, breathless. “The other parents at the preschool told me. I’m going there now. I’ll update you when I get there. Okay?”


	“Okay,” I responded helplessly, knowing there wasn’t anything else I could do. “I love you,” I added, trying to sound brave and reassuring.


	“Love you,” she said. 


	News of the shooting spread fast as the hospital went into lockdown in preparation for a community disaster. All entrances had been blocked; nobody was allowed to enter or leave. Hospital security and local police officers were present and visible to maintain order. The emergency department was preparing for an influx of trauma patients, and other hospital staff were on high alert. The lockdown did not affect the NICU directly, but some of our babies’ parents were not allowed inside the hospital. 


	The mood in the unit became heavy, filling up with anticipation. A NICU nurse ran up to me and said her husband was a firefighter and told her the shooting was at Sandy Hook. 


	“Is Emilie okay?” she asked. Other nurses and the neonatologist gathered around. I forced myself to stay composed and told them Alissa was on her way to the school right now. Then I turned around quickly because the pressure building in my chest felt stronger with everyone looking at me. With nowhere to go or anything to do, the tension built while we did the only thing we could do—wait. 


	Truthfully, I had no intuition about what I should be feeling or what I should be thinking. I only felt antsy, as a micro-popping sensation prickled all over my body, just under my skin. Here I was, at a hospital where I work helping other families’ children during a crisis. Now I was unsure how to handle a crisis that involved my child, my family and not someone else’s. After what felt like hours, Alissa called back.
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