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Many characters are recurring, though not all recur in all the books. Their lives, triumphs, and defeats sometimes occur over the course of multiple books.

Dora Ellison: My heroine, a sweet, sensitive yet violent martial arts savant who finds herself a reluctant detective in Not Today, Book 1. Traumatized as a child, her story can be found in the prequel, Storm Warnings.

Lt. Francesca “Franny” Hart: Dora’s love interest in Not Today, Book 1.

Missy Winters: Dora’s investigator partner and love interest from A Gathering Storm, Book 2, onward.

Adam Geller: The owner of Geller Investigations. In his sixties, he has multiple health conditions, which keep him from more actively investigating and explain why he needs Dora and Missy to work under the umbrella of his license.

Thelma: Adam’s often sarcastic office manager who possesses a dry, caustic wit.

Charlie Bernelli Jr: The outspoken owner of the Bernelli Group, a local ad agency, and friend of Dora and Missy’s. An alcoholic who is sometimes in recovery, often not.

Christine Pearsall-Bernelli: Charlie’s love interest and eventual wife. The city clerk in Not Today, Book 1, and the mayor of Beach City from A Gathering Storm, Book 2, onward. An observant Catholic with a politically conservative point of view.

C3: Charlie Bernelli Jr.’s son, aka Charlie Bernelli III. He struggles with an ongoing drug problem and is sometimes in recovery, sometimes not. Depending on his degree of sobriety, he works as a cab driver or drug counselor. In a long-term relationship with Sarah Turner, which produces daughter, Livvie.

Tom Volkov: Owner/editor of The Beach City Chronicle in Not Today, Book 1.

Sarah Turner: Writer/reporter for The Beach City Chronicle in Not Today, Book 1, and editor/owner from A Gathering Storm, Book 2, onward. In a long-term relationship with C3, which produces daughter, Livvie.

Vanessa Burrell: Wife of Jesse Burrell and sister-in-law of Agatha and Rudy Raines. Mother of Drew and Buster.

Agatha Raines: A Beach City councilwoman. Married to Rudy.

Rudy Raines: Owner of Rudy’s, a restaurant/bar. Married to Agatha.

Paul Ganderson: A police detective. Half of “the Goose and the Gander” detective team. Known for his cheap suits, slicked-back hair, acne, and blunt style.

Gerald Mallard: A police detective. The other half of “the Goose and the Gander” detective team. Known for his folksy style, ridiculously expensive clothes, and alcoholic/demanding wife, Kay.

Catherine Trask: Police lieutenant at the BCPD. Has a tempestuous relationship with Detective Paul Ganderson.

Carolyn Trask: Sister of Catherine. Works at Cobb’s Diner, which becomes Mae’s Diner after Not Today, Book 1.

Terry Stalwell: Police chief for the BCPD. A good, fair man.

George Cobb: Police captain for the BCPD in Not Today, Book 1. Known for his cruelty.

Horace Cobb: Owner of Cobb’s Diner in Not Today, Book 1.
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The Montgomery School’s auditorium was a collection of noisy children, chatting parents, motorized wheelchairs, and gurneys carrying young people connected to breathing tubes and monitors, along with support staff and medical personnel nearly as numerous as their charges.

Onstage, the special stars of the moment were already singing their hearts out to the accompaniment of a piano played by a young woman in front of the stage. The music was a potpourri of inspirational, can-do, and ability-friendly songs.

As they entered the hall and looked around for seats, C3 brushed back his blond hair and settled one-year-old Olivia against his chest in the blue baby carrier while Sarah, her dark ponytail tied back and dressed, as usual, all in black, hefted a bag of supplies. His name was C3 because his father was Charlie Bernelli Junior and he was Charlie III, aka C3. Their friend Vanessa, petite and pretty with dark-golden skin and shoulder-length dreads, carried silent Buster, now nearly two-and-a-half, along with an overstuffed plaid baby bag, while six-year-old Drew tagged along beside her.

The two families were late and had to find seats near the rear of the auditorium. After several minutes, all six were as settled as any families with young children, special or not, could be.

C3 and Sarah had known by Sarah’s second month of pregnancy that Olivia, or Livvie, as they called her, would be a child with Down syndrome and were prepared to welcome her to the world long before her birth. Part of their preparation had been to engage with the local special-needs community, meet a few other parents, and join both in-person and online organizations and parent groups. Upon Livvie’s birth, they had instantly fallen in love with their special daughter and were determined to pave her way in life as best they could.

Before their current situation, C3 had never paid much attention to people with special needs; to him, they were people and they had special needs, but beyond that, they didn’t much enter his awareness. But that had changed. He’d grown aware, and then vigilant, then compassionate. He looked around the auditorium, and while many special people were facing the stage, quite a few were engaging with their families, with each other, or with their own inner worlds. His eyes traveled from one special child to the next, and what he saw wasn’t people who were less, but people who were more. What they lacked wasn’t ability, but anger, hate, bigotry, resentment, hostility, and rage. They weren’t focused on getting ahead by any means possible, including—perhaps especially—by trampling their fellow humans. They weren’t particularly focused on getting ahead at all. They simply did the best they could at whatever was at hand. There was no competition; there was life, and while there was pain and difficulty, there was also love.

C3 smiled and looked at Sarah, who smiled back. Livvie was already making them better people, helping them transcend their challenges and their egos.

He watched a middle-aged woman with boxy black hair, red lipstick, and clenched features walk up the aisle from the front of the auditorium, deep in conversation with another well-dressed woman who had the official look of an administrator. The second woman was doing her best to placate the woman with the clenched features, but the latter gesticulated emphatically, and her voice rose above the music.

“Don’t you dare tell me what’s best for my Stuart! You refuse to return my calls, and now you brush me off by saying you know best? How dare you!” The pair disappeared through the doors at the rear of the auditorium. Moments later, the administrator returned, alone.

The vignette reminded C3 of how he and Sarah would have to advocate for Livvie. Off in the distance was the vague yet looming notion that she would probably require care and advocacy after he and Sarah were gone. What would that look like? he wondered. He pushed the thought away and returned his attention to the auditorium, and the music and song emanating from the stage. He allowed his environment to wash over him, sublimating his thoughts and fears. He reached for his daughter’s tiny hand and rubbed her wrist between his fingers. She turned to him and smiled, and his heart melted.

C3 and Sarah had made a point of including Vanessa Burrell in their Livvie-related plans as often as they could. Vanessa was struggling; she’d faced one challenge after another, from her beloved husband Jesse’s murder to her relationship with Lorne, who’d been abusive. Recently, her second-born son—two-and-a-half-year-old Buster, who’d been a chattering, inquisitive, highly intelligent toddler—had grown silent and disinterested. He rarely responded to any stimulus, even to the adoration and increasingly frantic-yet-loving interventions of Vanessa, his single mother. Drew, his older brother, had been bewildered by the change in his younger sibling but was soon distracted by the world around him and the new universe of kindergarten.

The chorus of special people on the stage swelled and crescendoed, and one young man’s voice soared above the rest. The male singers traded call-and-response lyrics with the female singers, followed by a chorus sung by the entire company.

C3, Sarah, and much of the audience were lifted emotionally and carried along by the music. Many in the audience sang along as feelings of unity, shared experience, and love permeated the crowd.

C3 watched Buster with curiosity, noting his wide-eyed, vacant look. The toddler appeared unaware of the music or the audience hubbub. He sat on his mother’s knee, her arm protectively around his chest; he seemed indifferent to her and to anything else.

C3’s attention was drawn to another woman standing just inside the door to the lobby. The woman was thin, with sunken eyes, a bony face, and stringy dark-blonde hair. She wore tight black pants and a red collared shirt that was open below her veined neck and hung loosely at her waist.

The woman’s eyes were flat, her expression empty—devoid of feeling. She appeared to neither have compassion for nor be engaged with the event. She was apart, aloof, and watching, as though the part of her brain that felt emotions had been entirely removed.

C3 instinctively wrapped his arms around Livvie, clutched her to him, and gave her a wet kiss on the cheek. She turned to him, her face lit with happy surprise.

He overheard Sarah talking to Vanessa and gesturing toward the woman. “That’s Diana Moran in the crimson blouse and black pants. She’s not a parent. I’ve seen her with some of the NIMBY crowd.”

“NIMBY crowd?” Vanessa asked.

“People who don’t want the school in their backyards, so to speak. Not in my backyard—NIMBY.”

Vanessa sounded surprised. “They don’t want a school for special-needs kids in the area? Why not?”

“All I can tell you is,” Sarah explained, “people from that crowd write letter after letter to The Chronicle. They’re furious that Montgomery kids are anywhere near their homes.”

“What, they think autism is contagious?”

C3 glanced at his girlfriend, and Sarah returned his look. The subject wasn’t new to them.

“You’d be surprised by what some people think about autism,” Sarah said.

“Yeah, I would be,” Vanessa declared.

“It’s fear,” C3 interjected. “They have no facts, and rather than investigate for themselves, they make crap up to keep their fear at bay. Or they get what passes for information from internet forums.”

The blonde woman was leaning against the wall, opposite the windows, her arms folded across her chest as she surveyed the room. Her face was the papery brown of someone who’d been in the sun too often and for too many years; her eyes met C3’s. He refused to look away. She gave him an ugly smile.

He turned his attention to the performers, and the part of his mind that worried for his daughter took note of each special young person’s physical or developmental challenges while marveling at their earnest displays of talent. During the troupe’s performance of “My Girl,” one of the young women—a girl with red hair and a wide mouth, who wore a forest-green skirt and a sun-yellow blouse—drifted from her spot on one side of the stage. She walked solemnly to centerstage and took the hand of a bony young man with brown hair that fell in long bangs over his eyes, which were heavy-lidded with long eyelashes. The young man was shuffling in place, his feet turned inward, his free hand flapping in a way that indicated he had cerebral palsy.

C3 looked to see what Diana Moran might think of the performances, but the woman had disappeared.

The shuffling young man’s face was upturned and serene as the other voices fell away and the piano struck a simple chord. Then the young man began to sing a new piece. He sang with such feeling, such gentle compassion, tenderness, and love, that C3 and Sarah exchanged a look of astonishment. Vanessa gasped. The auditorium fell silent except for a few spartan piano chords and the young man’s clarion vocal, as he sang the aria “Che Gelida Manina,” from Puccini’s opera La bohème, his astonishing voice sliding effortlessly between a strong, clear tenor and a honeyed falsetto.

C3 couldn’t help but notice an enormous, burly young man with light-blond hair and an overbite in the back row of the singers, all of whom but he were focused on the piano player-conductor, who was offering cues by mouthing the lyrics to each song. The massive young man appeared fascinated with the two hand-holding young people in the front row of singers.

As the young man with cerebral palsy sang, the other performers were coaxed to the wings by young women in black, who did their best to remain unobtrusive, leaving the gifted young man with the clear voice alone on the stage.

“Wow. He can saaang!” Vanessa was awestruck.

“That’s Julian Lockhart,” Sarah explained. “He’s kind of a vocal prodigy. Sings at every Montgomery event.”

As Julian approached the song’s final notes, a perfectly coiffed man of eighty in a three-piece suit, who’d been seated in the front row, ascended a short flight of stairs to the stage, helped by a middle-aged woman with dyed 1950s-style blonde hair. She supported his right arm with both of her hands, and he carried a wooden plaque bearing a gold plate.

“That’s Mason Montgomery—the school’s founder,” Sarah whispered. “With him is Sharon Hurley, his office manager and hatchet woman. Do not cross that woman.” Sarah was emphatic. “She’s vicious and holds a grudge forever.”

“Noted,” Vanessa responded.

The facility’s founder and his assistant moved to centerstage just as Julian’s voice rose on one of the song’s several climax notes. The English translation of the lyrics was, “How do I live? I survive!” As he sang the final note of the phrase, Julian took a breath and was about to continue when a crack like a branch breaking sounded from outside one of the auditorium’s windows.

Faces turned toward the sound, but C3 was fixated on Julian Lockhart. The song’s next note was a gurgle in the young man’s throat, as a maroon dot appeared on his Adam’s apple, followed by a spurting fountain of dark-red blood, staining his white shirt a plum color as he folded to the floor.

Screams filled the auditorium. Pandemonium ensued.

A man of about seventy, dressed in blue jeans and a white shirt, his gray hair brushed back and falling to his shoulders, ran to the stage and knelt beside the young singer. He cradled Julian’s head in his arms and sobbed.

Next to the fallen singer, Mason Montgomery stood still and looked confused. One side of his jacket and face were covered in blood. He slowly removed a white handkerchief from the front pocket of his jacket with a shaking hand and, grimacing, tried to wipe it away.

Moments later, sirens could be heard over the crying and wailing of attendees as more than a dozen police officers and several EMT units arrived. While people held one another, draped themselves over loves ones’ bodies, or cringed on the floor, the police quickly assessed the scene and blocked the exits, both from the auditorium and the building. Officers were stationed at the doors, while others rushed to the area outside the window, which had been broken by the gun shot. EMT personnel tended to the young victim, but they were too late.

The police ordered everyone to lie on the floor and freeze in place while they searched for an active shooter. Once security at the doors was established, officers walked among the performers on stage, the staff, administrators, and the audience. A yellow marker was placed at the feet of the victim, and a single avenue of passage was established from the auditorium to the cafeteria.

Everyone was then herded along that avenue. As they walked along the hallway, C3 could see through windows that the entire perimeter of the school had been cordoned off with yellow police tape. The hallway echoed with crying children, the mechanical whir of motorized wheelchairs, and the squeak of gurney wheels. 

The cafeteria tables and chairs that had occupied the front of the room were moved off to the side by caregivers, aides, and janitorial staff to make room for the gurneys and wheelchairs.

As the scene unfolded, C3 had dragged Sarah to the floor and clutched Livvie to his chest. Sarah pressed herself to Livvie’s back, so she was sandwiched between them.

Vanessa had also pulled her boys to the floor, as had many other parents with loved ones who were not strapped into chairs and connected to machines. Vanessa held both her boys close and she and Sarah locked eyes through the entire terrifying experience, their gazes communicating shock and horror and comfort.

For C3, Sarah and Vanessa, the experience and the fact that their children were with them would remain a wound for the rest of their lives.

• • •
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AN HOUR LATER, C3, Sarah, Vanessa, and the three children were huddled together in the school’s cafeteria—the three adults forming a circle, their arms around one another’s shoulders, the two boys sheltered between them. Once the screaming began, Drew’s body stiffened—grew rigid—and he screamed into his mother’s shirt, soaking it with tears. He continued clinging to her legs with both fists. Both he and Livvie would have nightmares and night terrors for months. All three of the parents would go on to struggle with intrusive thoughts and dreams, as the horror they witnessed remained with each of them in unique and different ways.

Buster remained expressionless throughout.

Sarah and Vanessa pressed their foreheads together and cried, their eyes wide with shock and horror. The sight of Julian Lockhart’s throat spurting blood, and the sound of his beautiful voice being reduced to a strangled gurgle would stay with them both forever.

Sarah would later remember being grateful for her daughter’s presence. Her responsibility as a mother forced her mind into the moment and away from her own terror. Mommy mode took over. Livvie slept in her carrier, pressed to her father’s chest, having fallen asleep just before the shooting. Sarah caressed the top of her daughter’s head, stroking her hair, and whispering quiet words of comfort.

In contrast to the hubbub before and during the show, the crowded cafeteria was hushed and nearly silent. Families and friends coalesced, whispering quietly and, for the moment, patiently.

C3 was struggling with an avalanche of anxiety. He was saying the word surrender to himself over and over while focusing on the deep abdominal breathing exercises he practiced when he meditated. His Narcotics Anonymous sponsor had directed him to meditate daily, but he found the practice confusing and challenging, and he thought himself a failure at it. So he relegated his meditation to perhaps once every two weeks.

Vanessa continued praying out loud, asking Jesus to “keep us all safe,” while clutching both her sons.

Sarah, who, as editor and owner of The Chronicle, was used to running her mini media empire, began issuing instructions—mainly to “stay low,” “be careful,” “speak quietly,” and “keep walking,” depending on the circumstance. She went from Mommy mode to editor mode, and alternated between taking video of the shooting’s aftermath, recording everything she saw into the voice memo app on her phone, and interviewing the few people she could find who were willing to talk. The police quickly intervened, asking her not to interview people until they did so first. Sarah wasn’t happy about this, but she did as she was asked.

Claire Sumner, the Montgomery School’s principal, announced that all school events would be suspended until further notice and that people would be allowed to leave the building once they were interviewed by the police.

Officers were assigned to accompany anyone needing a bathroom. The teacher’s lounge was designated a “privacy area,” where diapers and clothing could be changed and the medical needs of special children and adults attended to. Pizzas from the cafeteria’s storage refrigerators were heated and distributed, along with juice and apple sauce.

C3, Sarah, and Vanessa gave a police officer descriptions of everything they’d seen and heard at the crime scene before, during, and immediately following the shooting. 

“I saw someone at one of the windows—about a third of the way back from the stage,” C3 said. “But I couldn’t see the person’s face, and I couldn’t tell you what they were wearing. Just a flash of brown, really. I’m not even sure if it was a man or a woman. And metal—maybe a rifle barrel with a scope.”

“I didn’t see anything,” Vanessa offered. “It happened too fast. There was a firecracker sound, and the singer was suddenly bleeding and fell. That was it. At that point, I was taking care of my boys.”

All around them, children were crying, asking questions, or gazing around in bewilderment. Adults in the room were nearly as confused. Sarah had already called Lemieux, her associate editor, who would write the story of the day’s events and post them to The Chronicle’s website while Esther, her assistant and Internet guru, posted to social media.
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In a small strip mall in the center of Beach City, on Long Island’s south shore, was a storefront that housed Geller Investigations. The storefront was divided into the front, a reception area comprised of a desk, an office chair behind the desk, another chair opposite the desk that was for clients, and two others off to the side and next to an end table that offered old issues of People, Cosmopolitan, and Men’s Health magazines. The end table and two chairs served as a waiting area. On the wall behind the office chair was the framed professional license of Adam Geller.

Adam was sitting in the client chair facing the desk. He was sixty-five years old and five feet eight inches tall, with gray hair and a matching mustache and goatee. He’d once been an athlete, and despite those days being long gone, he retained a surprising degree of muscle and strength.

He’d just finished telling Thelma—his office manager, occasional confidant, and constant critic, who was sitting in the office chair—about an unpleasant medical procedure he’d endured at a major New York City cancer hospital.

“What made the whole damned thing even worse was that it was performed by eleven-year-old girls.”

“Eleven? Stop exaggerating.” Thelma’s honking tone might as well have been calling to someone several blocks away. She was dressed in a gray sweater over a white button-down blouse whose collars were flipped over the sweater’s neck. Her hair was battleship gray streaked with white and stood straight up, like the bride of Frankenstein’s. Her eyes were small and sharp, and her lips pressed tightly together in a permanent expression of displeasure.

“Well, maybe they were thirteen,” Adam grudgingly offered.

Thelma made a clucking sound with her tongue and looked away. “I suspect they had medical degrees.”

Adam shook his head and waggled a finger. “To do what they did to me wouldn’t require a medical license—a porn license, maybe.”

“It’s always something with you.”

“Death is nonexistence,” Adam recited in a monotone. “It’ll be the same experience after I’m gone as it was before I was here.”

“Ugh.” Thelma rolled her eyes. “This again!”

Adam looked back at her. “Seneca—Roman philosopher.”

Thelma’s eyes looked back steadily. “Self-pity,” she said emphatically. “My boss.”

A woman’s voice called from the other side of the wall dividing the front and back of the store space.

“Seneca was born in Spain!”

Adam brightened. “She’s right. He moved to Rome later.”

On the other side of the wall, two women were sitting together at one of two desks and looking into a laptop computer. The walls were bare except for a hanging calendar and a printed list of clients’ names and addresses, along with short descriptions of the work to be performed for each.

Dora Ellison had a pale, pinkish complexion and was five feet eight inches tall and just shy of one hundred and fifty pounds, nearly all of it muscle. Her dark wavy hair fell over the collar of her T-shirt, which read “Shay’s Mixed Martial Arts,” a place she frequented and occasionally taught. Beside her was Missy Winters, who was a half foot shorter and significantly rounder and softer.

“I think we have all the pictures we need,” Dora advised.

Missy sat back and bit her upper lip, squinting at the grainy nighttime photos, the first few of which showed the estranged wife of one of Geller’s clients entering her apartment building with a short man in a sport jacket, collared shirt, and slacks. The man wore enormous glasses with thick frames; something about his bearing suggested opulence. The client’s wife wore a dark dress that clung to her body while she clung to the opulent man’s arm. The date and time stamp were from the previous Saturday night, just prior to midnight. The next few photos were awash in the bright sunshine of eleven thirty the following morning and revealed the same couple—he in the same clothes as the night before, she in slacks and a short-sleeved blouse—exiting her building.

The photos were saved in a directory on a server that all of the office computers could access. The directory’s label read “Maverick Lockhart,” the name of the client who’d hired Geller Investigations to investigate and document the affair his estranged wife, Emily, was having.

Missy glanced at Dora, who nodded assent, then sent the photo’s links to Adam for his approval.

“What I don’t understand,” Dora said, picking up on a thread from their earlier conversation, “is why we weren’t invited in the first place. Sarah and C3 are friends. We love Olivia. And I’ve been sitting for Nessa’s boys for more than a year.”

Missy looked mildly surprised. “Dor, a boy was murdered there! Why do you care that we weren’t invited?” Her dark-beige skin wrinkled between her eyebrows.

A corner of Dora’s mouth twisted. “Who said I cared about not being invited? What I said was I don’t understand it. And yes, it’s terrible about that boy. Why would someone kill a kid with cerebral palsy?”

“Why would someone kill any kid?” Missy shook her head, bewildered. “Did you really remember Olivia’s birthday? Did you really know they were having a party?”

“Well, Facebook,” Dora countered. “I saw a party our friends were having and didn’t understand why we weren’t invited. How ’bout we leave it there?”

Missy’s nose wrinkled. “What’s that smell?”

“What smell?”

Missy leaned toward Dora. “Are you wearing perfume or something?” she asked.

Dora shrugged, embarrassed. “I thought I’d try patchouli.”

Missy tried to hide her revulsion. “Ugh!”

“Well, thank you. Like I didn’t feel shitty enough, not being invited to Olivia’s special-needs shindig. Now I smell too crappy for even my own girlfriend.”

“Dor, we don’t have a direct connection to any special-needs children. That’s why we weren’t invited.”

Missy was taken aback by the ferocity of Dora’s glare.

“We’re friends. Good friends. They should have invited us. The fact that they have kids with special needs has nothing to do with this.”

The doorbell chimed. The two women fell silent.

“Hello, Maverick,” they heard Adam say. The rest of the conversation from the front office was too muted to follow, so Dora and Missy bided their time, boning up as they often did on investigatory techniques and sources of information—anyone and anything that might be of use to a private investigator. Much of Geller Investigations’s business was catching cheating spouses or disability-insurance cheats. Adam had suggested they become students of human behavior. Was a spouse often out later than usual with a coworker or client who might be a lover? What was their behavior toward one another in public? Did they enter or exit their residences at revealing times of day? Or night?

An hour later, Adam appeared in the doorway to the back office, crutches under his arms, silently watching the two women, then continuing into the room. He sat down behind the free desk.

“We have a situation. As you know, the enthusiasm you two have shown and the results you’ve achieved in solving local criminal cases—specifically the four recent murders—have inspired me to do a little bit of swapping—letting you have some of the divorce and disabilities while I get back into the criminal cases.” He studied his two investigators and scowled. “But my health has been too much of a distraction. I’m finding it hard to focus for more than ten or fifteen minutes at a time.”

“Sorry, Adam,” Missy said. Dora said nothing.

“The man who just left was Maverick Lockhart.”

“So we heard,” Dora confirmed. “Did you have a chance to look at his pictures? Missy sent you the links.”

“I saw that they came over, but he wasn’t here about his wife’s cheating. His son was the young man who was killed at the Montgomery Special School two days ago.”

“Oh my goodness.” Dora grimaced. “How awful.”

Missy’s palm went to her throat.

“He’s hired us to find out who killed his son. I wanted to talk to you before any of us sat down with him for a more in-depth meeting.” Adam looked at them both, hope in his eyes. “We already have evidence of his wife’s cheating—which is a separate thing. The books on that will be closed once he sees our photos. So, regarding his son’s murder—are you up for it?”
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Chapter 3
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C3 leaned back on the plush crescent-shaped sectional sofa in the opulent apartment and watched Olivia, his tow-haired one-year-old daughter, play with Vanessa Burrell’s sons, Drew and Buster, in the space between the two crescents. Olivia wasn’t exactly playing; she was sitting, a newly acquired ability, and watching Drew, who was connecting and stacking Lego pieces into the shapes of blue and red buildings in the little alcove between the sofas. Like Olivia, Buster was sitting quietly, but unlike Olivia, he wasn’t watching his brother Drew, but staring vacantly into the distance, or perhaps inward at some personal landscape.

Olivia had the flattened skull and wrinkles around the eyes that are defining features of many children with Down syndrome. She was a happy little girl who wore a blue ribbon in her hair in honor of her first birthday.

Since the murder of Julian Lockhart, C3, Sarah, and Vanessa had spoken of little else. Even when they were silent, an unspoken shared terror had sprung up among them—a terror that grew from a tiny kernel of fear they each shared as parents of special children. All three had spent much of the previous year focused on creating safe spaces for their brood.

Livvie and now Buster were children with special needs, and that demanded strength and focus from their parents. Parenting special children isn’t a sprint but a marathon. The horrifying murder of Julian Lockhart at the Montgomery Special School had lit a match to the bone-deep insecurity that lived in the hearts of so many parents of special children—the fear that they couldn’t possibly protect such beloved special people forever. Someday, somehow, their protection might not be enough. Someday their special child would be at the mercy of society—of the system.

C3 had stepped away from the adults to the sofa to sit with the children and quietly pray. The murder at the Montgomery School two days before had deeply shaken him. He thought of Livvie and all special young people as pristine, untouchable—perhaps because they lacked the greed and hatred that dominated so much of the media and the world.

He prayed because that’s what one did with one year of clean time, or sobriety, as those in AA called it. He was more of a Narcotics Anonymous guy, since cocaine had been his true love—until he’d set eyes on his daughter.

Now that he was clean again after a devastating year-long relapse, and now that he’d finally regained his drug counseling job, he was going to follow his program to the letter. Earlier in the day he’d called LaChance, his sponsor, but LaChance hadn’t yet answered. LaChance worked on Wall Street and was a successful businessman. C3 had left a short message. As soon as he’d ended the call, his phone had rung; it was Mark, one of the two men he sponsored.

“Mark,” C3 said.

“Man, she did it again.”

“Who?”

“Who? My wife. I asked her to buy cream cheese at the market. I need my damn cream cheese! She knows I love cream cheese. But she didn’t buy it, and she didn’t because she knew that would piss me off.”

“You’re saying she forgot to buy cream cheese at the market—at you?”

“Forgot? She didn’t forget. She bought the kids their Chocolate Puffs cereal and their Twizzers. She didn’t forget. C’mon!”

C3 sighed. “Now listen to me. Doesn’t Anita do everything around your house—the cooking, the cleaning, the shopping, the washing and drying clothes ...”

“Well, yeah. What’s your point?”

“My point, Mark? Maybe you could forgive her. Maybe you could even buy the damn cream cheese yourself. Maybe you could help out a little more around the house.”

Mark didn’t answer right away, and C3 was wondering which way this would go. Would Mark curse, hang up, and maybe go out and use—buy a gram of coke?

“Hmm. I see what you’re saying. She really is pretty good. Maybe even a blessing. I guess I should be grateful.”

“Ya think?”

After the call, C3 felt better. There was nothing like helping a fellow addict. He smiled. Receiving that call at that moment was exactly what he had needed.

He beamed at his daughter, and love glowed in his eyes; he could watch her all day—she was the most beautiful person he’d ever seen.
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