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AUTHOR’S NOTE ON SOURCES

I covered this story as a journalist for the New York Daily News, beginning on the afternoon of December 14, 2012. For the purposes of this book, I moved to Newtown. The story recounted here is a combination of my reporting at the time, hundreds of subsequent interviews, hundreds of emails obtained from friends and family members, and police documents, in addition to relying on various media reports I consider reliable.

Anything in quotation marks was either captured on tape, reported by me or other journalists, reconstructed from the memories of survivors, or published in official documents. Passages suggesting thoughts are in italics, and come either from emails, or in most cases, from the memories of the subjects themselves.

Actual names have been used, with the exception of one: the pseudonym Dennis Durant was invented to identify a person close to Nancy Lanza who was a frequent source but did not want to be identified. Due to the sensitive nature of the tragedy, relatives of Adam Lanza who contributed to this story also did not want to be named.

In several instances, conflicting accounts have emerged, including the timeline regarding which classroom Adam Lanza entered first and whether his initial target was Sandy Hook Elementary or Newtown High School. In both instances, and others, I move forward with the best evidence available at the time of this writing.

Quotes from Nancy Lanza and episodes involving her and Adam Lanza are compiled from the recollections of relatives and from emails either obtained or seen. No dialogue was made up for dramatic reasons or for any other purpose.

I refer to the press in the third person to avoid injecting myself into the story. In the initial fog of war, almost all media reports got major elements of the story wrong—myself included.

All time references for the attack are based on law enforcement sources along with recollections from eyewitness testimony, which at times have conflicted.

The morning of December 14, 2012, changed America. As we struggled to understand what could have been done to prevent the bloodshed at Sandy Hook Elementary School and, more important, how to prevent future tragedies, the country soon found itself embroiled in a national dialogue about society’s role.

Much of the debate centered around our access to high-powered weaponry, flaws in our mental health system, school safety protocols, and the violent images that have become increasingly pervasive in today’s culture. Sweeping legislation was discussed, new laws were debated, some laws were even passed, while other legislative proposals will still be debated long after the publication of this book. But while the country continues to debate what to do next, the facts of what led up to the tragedy still remain largely unknown. To have any hope of preventing the next Sandy Hook, we must first know the facts and circumstances that led up to the horrific act.

Who was Adam Lanza? Why did he do this? Could he have been stopped?

This book hopes to inform the debate and provide a broader context.

I believe this is an important story that needs to be told. Hopefully, this book contributes to a better understanding of what happened on that tragic day of December 14, 2012, and as a result better informs us on how to best move forward.



FOREWORD

By Monsignor Robert Weiss

When I arrived in Newtown in 1999, I was greeted with a variety of bumper stickers and license plate frames that read: IT’S NICER IN NEWTOWN.

That campaign carried on for several years, reminding us of what this community offers to its citizens. It is a town that has been through many changes in its more than three-hundred-year history, demographically, industrially, and socially. It is a place of quiet and respite where parents can raise their children with strong values and provide many opportunities for their growth and development into responsible and positive adults. It is a community where priorities are very clear, especially in terms of family, friendship, and faith. It is a community in which people choose to live because of who and what we are. And in just about every way, it is still “nicer in Newtown.”

However, on December 14, 2012, the bumper stickers changed to: WE ARE NEWTOWN. WE CHOOSE LOVE as a result of the horrific action of one person that destroyed the lives of too many innocent people forever. There was no single victim as a result of that day; we all became victims.

We looked on in disbelief as more and more grim details emerged about what exactly had happened that Friday morning. The day started like so many others: parents went off to work with a hug from their children knowing that the weekend was almost here, other parents kissed their children good-bye as they put them on the bus or dropped them off at school, still others went about their chores knowing that the holidays were rapidly approaching.

As we all became aware that a horrible tragedy had come our way, rumors ran rampant and people began panicking. Events like this were not supposed to happen in Newtown; these things happened in urban communities, not in a town like ours.

I remember vividly the phone message telling me to come to Sandy Hook Elementary. Once I reached the firehouse, located a few hundred feet from the school, and saw the emergency vehicles and corps of first responders, I approached the front entrance of the building, usually teeming with happy students, and came to a sudden stop as I heard the sound of broken glass under my feet, a sound I still hear on sleepless nights. I stood frozen and quickly realized that I needed to be at the firehouse where the children and families were gathered. There, I found the real heroes of the day, the teachers and staff trying to calm the youngsters and create some order in the midst of chaos. Children ran to me, calling out my name. They were confused and afraid. They were not sure whether they should leave with their parents or stay with their classmates and friends.

And then the moment of reckoning took place as the parents of those students who did not respond to the roll call stood in absolute terror and were invited to enter the firehouse. The reality began to settle in. There continued to be hope. Rumors had it that some of the children had been taken to the hospital and some had run to the police station. Parents were on the phone asking relatives and friends to check anyplace they could think of to see if their child was there and safe. Frustrations and fears mounted as the passing minutes seemed like hours. One mother would begin to cry and another would console her. It was a scene no one could imagine, and certainly no one wanted to be a part of it. Then the announcement came, and one by one, parents, relatives, and friends were left holding tightly to one another, lives irrevocably changed.

Evil had visited our town. If for only a moment, we saw evil face-to-face as the lifeless bodies of twenty children and six committed educators were removed from a building that had been violated by one senseless action. The community was called together to be present for one another.

As I left the firehouse to return to the church and plan a vigil service, I was mobbed by the media. Question after question was thrown at me. Of course, the ultimate question was: Why? Why did this happen? Why did this happen here? Why were the lives of twenty-eight people destroyed? As often as the question was asked, there were no answers. I was also asked if the families were questioning why God would allow this to happen—a question not one person in that firehouse had asked that day. They knew this was not the hand of God. They knew this was evil.

Because we were in the midst of the Christian Advent season, the themes of this holy season became even more important to us: light overcomes darkness and good conquers evil. No matter what the circumstances, no matter how ugly and difficult, this truth was apparent. It only took seconds for the goodness of the community to emerge more fully than ever before—a goodness in each of us, now brimming over for everyone to share. People rushed to be with each other, holding something as simple as a tissue to dry the tears of those who were overwhelmed. As the early darkness of winter began to settle in, the light from candles began to light up the sky, thousands of candles. People gathered wherever they could. Simple shrines filled with flowers and teddy bears and angels began to appear. No one would be alone in this, no one would have to face it without help. We were in it together as a community and we were not going to let one horrifying action destroy who we were. Houses of worship were filled with people just sitting in stunned silence . . . and praying, perhaps for the first time in a long time. Could this be real? Could this really be happening? Where would we go from here?

Wakes and funeral services were planned. People gathered by the thousands to support those families who had lost their loved ones. Every service reflected love and care, the hallmarks of a town like ours. It was unbelievable to witness the outpouring of generosity, shared suffering, and true concern. It became quiet after that, as families retreated to their homes and entered that endless period of their lives filled with grief and mourning.

And then a new challenge emerged as Christmas Day approached. Should we just cancel Christmas this year? Should we extinguish the lights that decked our homes and businesses? Once again, the true nature of the town emerged. Christmas would be celebrated, although perhaps much differently than ever before. It seemed to me that the lights shone brighter, reminding me of the banner that hung on the front of our church: LIGHT OVERCOMES THE DARK!

People attended Christmas services in numbers that I have not seen in years. Families were holding each other more tightly than before. The celebration was about what really mattered in this town: faith, family, and friends. From all over the world, the town was filled with good wishes, gifts, cards, and prayers. We knew we were not alone and that we never would be. People could not do enough to help salve the open wounds that 12/14 had created in us—phone calls just wondering if we were okay, emails inquiring if there was anything that could be done to help, letters from people we will never know just assuring us that they shared our pain and grief. It was amazing, and it was wonderful.

Time has gone on. Some remain frozen in place while others are trying to move forward. Group after group provides support and counseling. Friends and neighbors continue to reach out to the families most affected. The town works diligently to plan for the future and provide a renewed sense of security for its citizens. Schools have reviewed their protocols for events like this to try and stop them from ever happening again, as we assure each other that we are doing the best we can to protect our citizens from harm, especially our children.

For me, this has opened a new horizon about my ministry and my place in this community. We are a community within the community. And I have been blessed to be called pastor of my parish. Our families are strong and their faith enables them to raise children who are grounded in positive morals and values. I am always so proud when I pick up our local town paper and see so many of our parishioners involved throughout the community. We showed the world that in the midst of so much anguish, faith has a place in our lives. We continue to show the world that community is the answer; no one is meant to be alone or forgotten, especially in their times of greatest need.

As a priest, I am privileged to enter into the most sacred and intimate moments of people’s lives, and this tragedy made that blessing even clearer for me. I stood in the midst of the purest love as I watched parents approach the casket of their child, and with tears, placing their hand to push back a lock of hair or place their child’s favorite toy for them to hug all the way to heaven. That is love. That is courage. That is family. That is Newtown at its best.

A town that was once unknown to most of the world has become a part of the litany of towns that have endured tragedies. Smiles may still not be as plentiful as they once were but there are still hugs in the grocery store and words of thanks for just being there for one another. We are still “nice,” and now maybe even “nicer in Newtown” as the bumper stickers originally suggested, but for new reasons. The one thing that I am most certain about is that we did not choose love simply as a result of 12/14; we live love every day.

Monsignor Robert Weiss, pastor

Saint Rose of Lima parish

Newtown, Connecticut



CHAPTER 1
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LAST GOOD-BYES

For parents, the chaotic hustle and bustle of getting their children out the door for school on the morning of December 14 was amplified for two reasons: it was a Friday and Christmas vacation was fast approaching.

In the home of JoAnne Bacon, the battle of the morning revolved around a tiny pink dress and a little pair of white boots.

“I want it! I want it! I want it!” pleaded her daughter Charlotte, her cute curly red hair bouncing to emphasize the seriousness of her request. A color has never matched a personality as much as bright pink matched Charlotte’s. She had pink everything, including a pink dresser, and even slept in a big, pink four-poster bed. For the precocious six-year-old, pink wasn’t just a color, it was a way of life.

JoAnne wasn’t having it. The outfit had been bought specifically for the holidays and was the one thing Charlotte couldn’t wear today, she argued. “You’ll just have to pick out something else,” JoAnne resolutely told her daughter.

But Charlotte would not be denied. The back-and-forth continued unabated for several minutes with neither party budging until finally JoAnne, sensing she was outmatched by her daughter’s impressive powers of persuasion, realized the inevitability of the outcome: Charlotte walked out the door wearing the pink dress, white boots, and a large grin plastered across her face.

There were no arguments over what to wear at the home of six-year-old Jesse Lewis; Friday morning meant breakfast at the Misty Vale Deli where, at around 8 A.M., Jesse ordered his favorite breakfast sandwich—sausage, egg, and cheese—and a cup of hot chocolate before school. It had been a late night. Jesse had stayed up to go Christmas shopping with his father, Neil Heslin, buying gifts for friends, family members, and his beloved first-grade teacher, Victoria Soto.

The father and son began their evening of shopping at Stew Leonard’s grocery in nearby Danbury. Jesse had $37 in his pocket, money he had earned by helping his father set bathroom tiles and fix their 1948 Ford tractor in hopes of having it ready for the next Newtown Labor Day parade so they could throw candy from the back. After carefully surveying the aisles, Jesse decided to use his money to buy Christmas ornaments. He picked out an ornament that had the word “Mom” on it for his mother, Scarlett, and a similar one that said “Brother” for his sibling, J.T. He then picked out two for his first-grade teacher, one a star-shaped ornament that read “Teacher” and the other in the shape of an apple.

“He put thought into it and was proud of the gifts he picked out,” Neil later recalled.

The next destination was Walmart, where Jesse walked among the rows of toys to show his father the different gifts he hoped would be waiting for him on Christmas morning. He pointed at the Nerf guns, action figures, toy soldiers, and anything that had to do with the military.

The following morning, after finishing up his egg sandwich at the deli and before getting out of the car in front of Sandy Hook Elementary, Jesse turned and embraced his dad, saying, “It’s going to be all right. Everything’s going to be okay, Dad.”

Neil didn’t think much of it at the time. Just Jesse being sweet, he figured. Besides, they would see each other soon enough, Neil thought. They had plans to make gingerbread houses together later that day in school.

That Friday at the Barden household seven-year-old Daniel had some extra time before heading off to first grade. He had woken up especially early and had already played a quick game of foosball and devoured a bowl of oatmeal, so his father, Mark, decided it would be a good time to teach his son how to play “Jingle Bells” on the piano.

Mark Barden, a professional musician, sat close to his son on the bench and looked down at the small fingers as they pressed down on the keys.

The family was excited about the holidays and Daniel had already written his letter to Santa. Instead of asking for toys, Daniel just wanted to meet the big guy and his reindeer. “Dear Santa, I just hope you can let me see you with your reindeer. Merry Christmas. Please write back,” he wrote in black marker. “I love you. Love Daniel.”

The Bardens, like so many of their neighbors, were drawn to Newtown by the sterling reputation of the schools. They moved to town in December 2007, when Daniel was two years old, and older siblings James and Natalie were seven and five. The kids were in three different schools with three different bus schedules, which made getting everyone to the right school at the right time a challenge at times. Daniel’s pickup time was the latest and he typically slept in while Mark walked his oldest son down the road for a 6:30 A.M. pickup.

But on this morning, as Mark and James made their way down the driveway in the dark, they heard the pitter-patter of little footsteps behind them. They turned around and there was Daniel, in his pajamas and flip-flops, awake before dawn to kiss his older brother good-bye. It was the first time in the three months since school had started that Daniel had woken up to say good-bye.

On the other side of town, another Sandy Hook family was busy preparing for the school day and, more important, the big party. Tomorrow was December 15, the day Josephine Gay would be celebrating her seventh birthday. Josephine, or “Joey Bear” as her dad liked to call her, loved to swim, so the family was busy planning an indoor pool party with all of her classmates. They had already made the cupcakes with icing in her favorite color, purple, and all of her friends had signed a special birthday T-shirt for her to wear at the party.

Joey’s classmate Emilie Parker couldn’t wait for the party either. The thoughtful six-year-old had found a very special present for her friend. Although Joey couldn’t talk, suffering from autism and severe apraxia, her larger-than-life personality was readily apparent to Emilie, who refused to be satisfied with anything short of the perfect gift.

So Emilie’s mother, Alissa, took her daughter to a local toy store where she roamed the aisles for thirty minutes. Desperation in her eyes, she looked up at her mom and said: “I just don’t know which one to pick! It is so hard!”

Moments later Emilie returned with a Belle Barbie doll dressed as a ballerina. “Joey loves Barbies and she loves tutus. Joey can’t talk, Mom. But she always touches my fluffy skirts and my Barbie backpack, so I just know she will love this!”

At home, Emilie put the gift for Joey in her closet, exclaiming, “I can’t wait till Saturday!” She couldn’t have been more pleased with her find. Inherent in her personality was the ability to make the most mundane tasks joyful, even when life turned stressful.

When the Parker family had moved to Newtown eight months earlier, they were still grieving over the loss of Emilie’s grandfather, who had passed away that October. At the funeral, Emilie, a budding artist who carried her markers and pencils everywhere, slipped a card she had drawn into his casket. Making cards was something she frequently did to lift the spirits of others.

“She never missed an opportunity to draw a picture or make a card for those around her,” her father, Robbie, recalled.

The Parker household was a place of love, affection, and constant learning. That December morning, Robbie had been teaching Emilie Portuguese before he left for work. Just before he walked out the door, Emilie looked at him and said “I love you” in Portuguese before giving him a kiss good-bye.

With Christmas only eleven days away, many children had already caught the Santa bug. And Jessica Rekos’s Christmas wish list focused on one thing: horses. The six-year-old loved everything about the animal. She had been taking riding lessons at Kings Bridge Farm in Newtown and devoted all her free time to watching horse movies, reading horse books, drawing horses, and writing stories about her favorite animal. Her parents had even promised that she could have a horse of her own when she turned ten. This year she was hoping to find a pair of cowgirl boots and a black cowgirl hat under the tree.

They had to be “real cowgirl boots, not ones from Target,” her mother, Krista, later recalled. With her hair in a ponytail and her favorite black glittery Uggs on her feet, Jessica marched off to school that morning not knowing that her parents had already fulfilled her Christmas wish and purchased her a pair of the prized boots.

Not every child was focused on Christmas: Benjamin Wheeler was focused on his future ambitions. Before leaving for school, the six-year-old wanted to convey an important message to his mother about his future: “I still want to be an architect, but I also want to be a paleontologist, because that’s what Nate is going to be and I want to do everything Nate does,” Benjamin said, referring to the older brother he idolized.

That Friday started out as equally happy and normal for so many other animated six-year-olds. The bright yellow buses crisscrossed through the narrow winding streets picking up students throughout the community on their way to Sandy Hook Elementary: James Mattioli, Ana Marquez-Greene, Catherine Hubbard, Noah Pozner, Jack Pinto, Allison Wyatt, and Chase Kowalski. Chase, a budding triathlete, came from his room wearing a green long-sleeved shirt, black sweatpants with a gray stripe, and black L.L. Bean shoes; his mother looked her mismatched son up and down before complimenting her “funny little guy’s” sense of style. “Hmm, nice outfit,” she told him.

The shy and tiny Madeleine Hsu, who always wore colorful flower-print dresses, and Caroline Previdi, an outgoing girl with beautiful green eyes, said their good-byes then hopped on the bus. Grace McDonnell skipped to the bus stop, unable to contain her excitement about getting to school. She always waited at the meeting point with her mom, Lynn, and the two of them would blow kisses to each other as the bus pulled away. That Friday morning, Grace added a pouty face for effect.

Dylan Hockley loved to run to the stop, too, playing tag with his neighbors along the way. Before the bus pulled up, he kissed his mother, Nicole, good-bye. Avielle Richman also waved good-bye to her parents after boarding the bus. Her mom, Jennifer, was standing on the porch and her dad, Jeremy, was in the driveway. Avielle flashed her gigantic grin as the driver pulled away.

And there was no suppressing Olivia Engel’s joy either as the hours counted down to one of the final weekends before Christmas. After school, Olivia, who was active in her church’s CCD musical program, was going to make her stage debut in the live nativity at St. Rose of Lima Roman Catholic Church in Newtown.

Olivia was going to play an angel.



CHAPTER 2
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THE WINTER CONCERT

Dawn Hochsprung quietly sneaked into the school cafeteria to get a peek at her fourth-graders as they put on their Winter Concert dress rehearsal in preparation for the next day’s big event.

“Aren’t they amazing?” she whispered to a local reporter who had come to check out the event.

It was Wednesday, December 12, 2012, and the Sandy Hook Elementary School principal was overjoyed with her students’ practice performance—so much so that she even took time to pull out her iPad to snap a few photos of the children in midsong.

“Sandy Hook students enjoy the rehearsal for our fourth-grade winter concert—a talented group led by Maryrose Kristopik!” she happily tweeted along with the picture of her schoolkids, who were all wearing white shirts and black bottoms as they belted out holiday tunes.

Dawn had held a deep affection for Sandy Hook and its students since she first became principal in 2010. A big kid herself, on Pajama Day she would walk into school dressed in sleepwear with a pillow tucked under her arm, or wearing a blouse and a pair of pants inside out on Backward Day. In November, Principal Dawn transformed herself into the “book fairy.” Dressed in a long, flowing, sparkling white dress and adorned with a golden crown on her head, the magical fairy went from room to room with her blue wand to thank the children for reading and sprinkle them with “fairy dust.”

And she was always tweeting about what her students were up to, composing 140-character blasts like “Sandy Hook kinders write lists, select grocery items, and pay the cashier at Mrs. Vollmer’s new Supermarket Center”—also attaching a photo of the children in the checkout line, cash in hand. The same year she was named principal, Dawn, forty-seven, told the Newtown Bee, “I don’t think you could find a more positive place to bring students to every day.”

As principal, she was seemingly everywhere at once, never missing an athletic competition or a school concert. She could often be spotted in the stands catching up on administrative work or with her nose buried deep inside a book. Principal Dawn also stayed up-to-date on the cutting edge of educational innovations. She had recently launched an “Appy Hour” to discuss mobile applications that supported school curriculum.

And positivity, it seemed, was something she consistently observed at Sandy Hook in the way of mantras. “I can. You can. We can. Because we can!” was just one of her many sayings that became known schoolwide. She outlined her aggressive educational philosophy in the “Sandy Hook Elementary School Handbook”:

“Sandy Hook is committed to building lifelong learners, capable of responding to the changing needs and demands of our world. We hope to actively engage students in learning and help them become responsible and contributing members of our school community. Most importantly, we strive to ensure that our school is a secure, caring, and productive place for children and adults.”

Few had doubts that she was succeeding. The delightful Dawn did have a reputation of high expectations and, as one Sandy Hook teacher put it, “If you didn’t meet those expectations she would shoot you this look of daggers.” Standing only five feet two inches tall, the petite principal “expected a lot out of her staff, but she expected even more out of herself.”

Above all else, Dawn’s expectation was to always keep Sandy Hook safe. “We can’t control what happens inside their homes, but when they come here our children need to know that they are coming to a safe haven,” the principal told one parent just a few days before the 2012 Winter Concert. “Without that internal feeling of security, all the teaching in the world won’t make any difference.”

Several new safety measures had been implemented at the school since Dawn arrived two years earlier. Before entering the building, visitors had to first ring the doorbell. Security cameras installed outside the school’s main entrance let the clerical staff identify the person before hitting the buzzer and allowing them in. Once inside, parents had to show photo identification before going any farther.

“Safety first at Sandy Hook. . . . It’s a beautiful day for our annual evacuation drill!” Dawn tweeted on the morning of October 17, 2012, along with a picture of six rows of children standing diligently in the school parking lot behind a line of orange construction cones.

The school also employed safety drills. Several times a year students and staff members would get into “lockdown,” where teachers and children would lock their doors, find a hiding place, and remain quiet.

At the beginning of the school year, a letter outlining the new security procedures was sent to Sandy Hook families. “Our district will be implementing a security system in all elementary schools as part of our ongoing efforts to ensure student safety. As usual, exterior doors will be locked during the day. Every visitor will be required to ring the doorbell at the front entrance and the office staff will use a visual monitoring system to allow entry. Visitors will still be required to report directly to the office and sign in. If our office staff does not recognize you, you will be required to show identification with a picture ID,” the letter stated.

After several parents expressed concern about young children walking home unattended, Principal Dawn launched new guidelines for children taking the school bus home. At a school board meeting in September, Dawn explained to parents the school district’s new bus drop-off policy, which stated that students between kindergarten and fourth grade would be let off at the bus stop only if a parent or older sibling was around to walk them home.

If creating a safe learning environment was her first priority, a close second was caring for her devoted team of teachers and educational assistants and administrators, including special needs instructor, Anne Marie Murphy, and school psychologist, Mary Sherlach.

Anne Marie was highly respected for the gentle way she handled the children she looked after. The teacher was so beloved by one of her students, six-year-old Dylan Hockley, that he even kept a picture of the educator pasted to his refrigerator door. It was Anne Marie’s ability to communicate with her students, many of whom had learning difficulties, that parents most appreciated. Many said the same of school psychologist Mary, too. She had an uncanny ability to patiently sift through a child’s wandering sentences, pinpoint the problem, and quickly reach a workable resolution.

After eighteen years at Sandy Hook, Mary was preparing to retire following the 2012 school year to spend more time with her husband, William, at their home at Owasco Lake in the Finger Lakes region of New York.

But the fifty-seven-year-old would leave a band of talented new educators in her stead: Rachel D’Avino, a twenty-nine-year-old behavioral therapist who worked with children on the autism spectrum, and Lauren Rousseau, who had recently been given a full-time position as a “building sub.”

Rachel appeared to be a perfect fit. As a child, Rachel struggled with learning disabilities but overcame them and went on to earn advanced degrees before landing a temporary job at Sandy Hook Elementary School, about a half hour’s drive from her home in Bethlehem. Her first day at the new job was December 12, and that night she felt inspired to write a note for a time capsule to be read by a future generation.

“It is my DREAM that you know my name as a leader in behavior analysis for children and adults with autism. However, I will be thrilled if I make a few people have an easier, more enjoyable life.”

Lauren Rousseau was already a familiar face to the principal. Dawn and her husband, George, had been longtime family friends of Rousseau, dating back to 1994 when George was her fourth-grade teacher at Roberts Avenue Elementary School in nearby Danbury.

Most in Newtown would describe the interconnectedness of the small-town school and the relationships between the principal, the faculty, the student body, and their parents with one word: familial.

On December 13, 2012, the night of the annual Sandy Hook Elementary School Winter Concert, the seats of Newtown High School’s auditorium were packed with rows of parents, teachers, and members of the community who could barely contain their anticipation. All the big names from town were in attendance, including James Frey, the minority whip of the Connecticut House of Representatives, who had arrived to see his two nieces, Joan and Bridget.

Some students fidgeted nervously, while others stared blankly out into the open space. As the clock wound down, a hush fell over the audience. Music teacher Maryrose then paused, raising her arms, and the small mouths of every little boy and girl opened wide to utter a single unifying note.

The sound of Christmas echoed joyously throughout the hall.

“It was beautiful,” Maryrose said. “Their voices lifted the entire room. It was just amazing.”

The fourth-graders sang a number of holiday melodies. And at the concert’s conclusion, the packed room gave the students a standing ovation. The performers bowed, beaming at all the familiar faces.

One face was missing from the crowd. Victoria Soto, the school’s beloved first-grade teacher, was passionate about reading and decided she could not miss the local book fair taking place the same night. Victoria was another of Sandy Hook’s most prized assets. Vicki, as she was commonly known, began her teaching career at Sandy Hook Elementary in 2010 as an intern. Dawn, however, gave Vicki her own first-grade classroom the next year in 2011 and she wasted no time in making the place her own, with her brother, Carlos, decorating the walls with learning tools such as the letters of the alphabet—large A-B-C cutouts in the shape of zoo animals.

The students loved the pretty young teacher who sometimes chewed gum during class and lined her desk with pictures drawn by her students, many inscribed with notes of affection like, “I love Ms. Soto.”

On her Facebook page, Vicki wrote about her life:

“In my free time I love spending time with my black lab, Roxie. I love spending time with my brother, sisters, and cousins. I love spending time reading books on the beach, soaking up the sun. I also love flamingos and the New York Yankees.”

Vicki came from a tight-knit family and embraced the role of mentor to her two younger sisters, Jillian and Carlee, often lovingly hassling them about their future goals and ambitions. That Wednesday evening, after discovering that her sister Carlee hadn’t picked out her classes for spring semester, Vicki began teasing her, throwing papers and candy at her, jokingly trying to get her to start moving toward an academic future. She was also very close to Jillian, who had decided to travel to Vermont to go on a short skiing vacation with her boyfriend and two other friends.

It was 9 P.M. by the time Vicki returned home from the Scholastic Book Fair in nearby Danbury. Her mother, Donna, had dinner waiting for her. Vicki sat down at the table and showed her a Christmas present she had bought for her brother.

The next day was “Gingerbread House Day” for the first-graders’ class, a day when parents were invited into the classroom to help their sons and daughters make the edible treats, listen to holiday music, and snack on baked goods. Vicki asked her mother if she could take some tissue paper to school to wrap the gingerbread homes at the end of the day to be given as holiday gifts to the parents.

“I’ll go get you more later,” Vicki assured her mother, promising that she would replace the paper when the family went on their scheduled shopping trip together on Saturday.



CHAPTER 3
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ADAM LANZA’S FIRST DAY

On a fall morning in 2006, thirteen-year-old Adam Lanza was suffering through another anxiety attack. His face flushed red, his eyes opened wide through sheer force of will. Adam was determined not to suffer through another day of eighth grade at Newtown Middle School.

“I’m not going!” he screamed at his mother, Nancy. “You can’t make me!”

Adam wasn’t worried about the teachers or the schoolwork. He’d always been a good student and the schoolwork never proved much of a challenge. It was the thought of entering the massive building and confronting the hundreds of students who would crowd around screaming, talking, and running that had set him off.

“I won’t go!” he shouted.

It was the type of showdown that Nancy Lanza had grown accustomed to. Her son Adam was first diagnosed at age five with Asperger’s syndrome, a form of autism characterized by significant difficulties in social interaction. Shortly after the diagnosis Nancy began telling friends that Adam had a second condition, sensory processing disorder, something the family would spend the rest of their lives struggling to understand.

Sensory processing disorder, or SPD, affects the body’s sensory signals. The SPD Foundation describes the disorder as signals that are not organized into appropriate responses, creating a neurological traffic jam that prevents certain parts of the brain from receiving the information needed to correctly integrate sensory data.

Nancy Lanza turned on her calm, commanding voice and tried to reason with her son. “Adam, it will be okay,” she pleaded.

It was no use. Her son wasn’t in a state to reason with him. He was suffering.

“I’m not going,” he repeated again, his voice rising.

It was a power struggle that would repeat itself nearly every day through the first few weeks of the school year. At times, Nancy was able to persuade her son to go, but more commonly it was Adam who prevailed and would be allowed to stay home and play his video games or spend time on his computer.

Throughout the struggles, Nancy tried to keep her son’s issues in perspective. “Adam has been experiencing a lot of significant changes at home,” she confided to a relative in September 2006. “This is his way of working through it.”

And it had been a challenging time inside the Lanza household. Earlier that year Nancy had separated from Adam’s father, Peter—again.

Nancy Champion was a senior at Sanborn Regional High School in Kingston, New Hampshire, in 1978 when she first met Peter Lanza. Nicknamed “Beanie,” the slender high school senior, with her inviting smile framed by long blond waves, melted over an older boy with “beautiful eyes” she met who had come from nearby Haver Hill High School in Massachusetts, fifteen miles north.

Peter Lanza was nicknamed “Mousey” in his high school yearbook, but his two brothers knew the shy, thin boy as P.J. He came from a modest upper-middle-class upbringing brought about from his father Peter Sr.’s income as a successful insurance salesman at John Hancock. Young and in love, the pair married three years afterward in 1981, though, in hindsight, Peter may have later realized that he’d overlooked Nancy’s inherently assertive and litigious nature when, after the couple got into a minor car accident, his girlfriend complained of injuries and filed suit against him for damages. Peter’s insurance company decided to settle.
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