



[image: image]













[image: image]
















Copyright © 2025 by Salena Zito


Cover photography by Shannon M. Venditti.


Cover copyright © 2025 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Center Street


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


centerstreet.com


@CenterStreet


First Edition: July 2025


Center Street is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Center Street name and logo are registered trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Center Street books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use.


For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.


All photos unless otherwise indicated are courtesy of the author’s personal collection.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data has been applied for.


ISBN: 9781546009146 (hardcover), 9781546009160 (ebook), 9781668649909 (audio)


E3-20250513-JV-NF-ORI














For my family: Mom and Dad, for leading by example; 
Shannon and Glenn, for being a shining example of what it 
means to raise good kids and for your ridiculous senses of humor; 
Michael, for being a good husband to my daughter and 
father to my grandchildren; and finally my grandchildren, 
Eleanora, Milo, Louisa, and Rocco, who are my joys, 
my loves, my everything.
















Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: Center Street logo]















Introduction







[image: image]








They Shoot Presidents in Butler


George Washington was less than pleased.


It was December 26, 1753, well past dusk and the temperature had dropped dramatically as darkness fell. Thanks to the drop in temperature, the mix of sleet and snow would make travel perilous in the deeply forested wilderness of what is now present-day Butler County.


But Washington and his guide Christopher Gist were left with little choice; they had to move, and move quickly.


They needed to make their way to the forks of the Ohio River. Days later, Washington, then a young major in the Virginia militia, would write in his journal that fear coursed through his veins and spurred the urgency of their flight after he was nearly killed by an assassin’s bullet that whizzed past his ear just hours earlier.


Both he and Gist knew his assassin would be back to finish the job.


At twenty-one years old, Washington was on his first diplomatic mission, with direct orders from the Crown tucked in his saddlebag to basically tell the French to get off King George II’s land or face war with England.


In 1753, the British and French Empires were in the early stages of clashing over their colonial possessions. Britain’s North American colonies were mostly packed along the Atlantic coastline and then moved westward toward the Allegheny Mountains.


France’s colonial holdings were in the center spine of the country that began in New Orleans and ran up along the Mississippi River into the Great Lakes region toward the St. Lawrence River.


Both empires claimed control of the vast expanse of what was then known as the Ohio Country, which began in present-day western Pennsylvania and West Virginia and spread due west across the states of Ohio and Indiana.


Washington was at the center of that clash of royal aspirations, which were largely spurred by greed in the form of an immense royal grant to the Ohio Company, whose largest investor was Robert Dinwiddie, Virginia’s royal (lieutenant) governor and the man who sent Washington on the mission.


The young Virginian’s destination was Fort Le Boeuf, just fifteen miles south of Lake Erie. In Washington’s possession was a note from London, signed by King George II, that read: “If the French were found to be building forts on English soil, they should be peacefully asked to depart. If they failed to comply, however, we do hereby strictly charge and command you to drive them off by force of arms.”1


The trip from Virginia had been a daunting 250 miles of untouched wilderness. It involved scaling high ice-crusted ridges, slogging through thick brush, swamps, and dense forests with mounds of heavy snow, and navigating icy waterways. The journey was as difficult as one could imagine, not just because of the terrain but also because of a weather system that had pummeled Washington and Gist the entire way.


Washington arrived at Fort Le Boeuf on December 11. The fort system was rudimentary at best, made of scrap bark and planks and consisting of four buildings. The young soldier and French commander Capt. Jacques Legardeur de Saint-Pierre had a cordial, diplomatic conversation despite Washington’s delivery of the Crown’s demand that the French vacate the Ohio Valley immediately.


Saint-Pierre made clear that he was not intimidated by the British and retained every right to arrest their traders who were poaching on French territory. “As to the summons you sent me to retire, I do not think myself obliged to obey it.”2


Four days later, Saint-Pierre handed Washington a sealed message for Dinwiddie. It was then that Washington discovered that, although Saint-Pierre had filled Washington’s canoe with a generous amount of supplies for the journey home, the French commander had also bribed Washington’s Indian guides with food and drink to stay behind.


Washington was furious. He had not only been deceived by Saint-Pierre; he had also observed enough during his four-day wait for the commander to respond to Dinwiddie to know that France was building a large-scale fort system throughout the disputed territory. He also observed that they were building a formidable military operation, which was prepared to defend the land the French would take over.


Washington and Gist set off, anxious to deliver the news to Dinwiddie. However, their horses were so debilitated by the journey to Fort Le Boeuf that the men had to abandon them and continue on foot.


On the journey toward the outpost known as Murdering Town (in present-day Butler), they were heavily burdened by their backpacks. Along the way, they encountered several French Indians who quickly—probably too quickly, in hindsight—offered to help get them to the forks of the Ohio River. The battering snow and sleet, freezing cold, and rough terrain had worn Washington down, and when one of the Indian guides offered to carry his backpack, he took him up on it.


Gist, a skilled surveyor and frontier guide, immediately sensed something was off about the situation. He wasn’t wrong. As soon as the group came to a clearing, one of the Indians sprinted ahead of them into a meadow and then turned to face the two men before firing point-blank at Washington from fifteen paces.


The exact amount by which the French-aligned Indian missed Washington is unclear. Washington’s diary entry is vague, but the intent was obvious. The Indian guide wanted the young Virginian dead.3


If muskets had contained rifling—grooves inside the barrel to make a bullet travel more accurately—270 years ago, everything in the world would have changed at that moment.


There would have been no skirmish several months later in present-day Fayette County, Pennsylvania, between Washington’s regiment and French soldiers—a skirmish that led to the first shots fired in what would quickly escalate into the French and Indian War. It was a war that ultimately led to the Revolutionary War, when the British Crown tried to tax the colonists to pay for debt incurred during the first true world war.


There would have been no General Washington, no President Washington, and we might not have the country we call America today if that bullet had been only an inch closer.
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One Inch Away


BUTLER, Pennsylvania


Pop.


Pop.


Pop.


Pop.


I felt the velocity in the same split second that I heard the four gunshots. My eyes were fixated on former president Donald Trump, who stood a mere few feet away from me on an outdoor stage in front of the podium. It was July 13, 2024. I was in the buffer zone with my daughter, Shannon Venditti, and my son-in-law Michael.


Shannon looked over at me and asked, “Why are there fireworks?” I knew they weren’t fireworks and, subconsciously, she did too. We are gun owners. Shannon didn’t want to think this could be happening; a mother of four, she didn’t want to believe we were in the line of fire. I heard her yell to Michael, “Did you trip on the speaker wires and cause them to spark?”


My gaze never left the president. Everything happened simultaneously, seemed to happen in split-second layers. I saw him flinch. He grabbed his ear. I saw the blood streak on his face as the bullets cut across the stage, and he ducked down below the podium.


“Get down, get down, get down!” a male voice shouted from behind me, directed at the president.


My initial thought was that the podium would not protect him—please, someone get there to protect him. Please let no one be hurt. It never once occurred to me that I might be one of them.


I was frozen, still staring at the president seconds later, when we heard a second round of four shots. By then, President Trump was surrounded by a sea of navy-blue: at least a half dozen Secret Service agents formed a protective shield around him.


From the huddle, I could hear a female agent say, “What are we doing? What are we doing?” Then, “Where are we going…” and the sound of her voice was muffled.


Michael shouted as the second four shots went off: “Those were gunshots!” He tackled Shannon to the ground and dropped on top of her. The next thing I knew, I was knocked off my feet and shoved to the ground by lead Trump press advance man, Michel Picard III. Hovering over me, he held me down, his knees pressed against my shins. My face landed in the dirt and gravel, and the rest of my body covered my daughter.


“Are you okay? Are you okay?” Picard shouted at the three of us. Then he lowered his voice and took a deep breath. I could hear him slowly exhale to regain control.


“Stay down. I got you. Stay still, stay calm,” Picard said. His voice was soothing, but his hands told a different story; he was shaking hard. I watched him look down at his hands as he tried to stifle the adrenaline.


I was still just feet away from the president. From my vantage point, I could see the huddle of blue suits surrounding him; I saw his bloody face between the gaggle of men and women around him. An agent said, “Go around to the spare, go around to the spare… hold, hold, when you’re ready, on two.”


Or maybe he said, “When you’re ready, on you.” I wasn’t sure.


Time seemed to stop. Everything that was happening around me occurred in slow motion. The crowd, eerily, was not screaming, not really. In fact, it sounded like they were still cheering. On the ground, with gravel digging into my legs and arms, I could hear only one woman screaming. Her screams were primal—I don’t know if she was hurt, if someone she loved was hurt, or if the trauma was too much for her. It seemed like she was moving around in the stands behind me, moving toward something that was across from me.


Her screams were gut wrenching.


One or two of the last four shots sounded like they came from a different-caliber gun.


I could hear President Trump talking back and forth with members of his detail, who were still tightly circling him. At least three male voices were talking. One said, “Ready. Move up.”


A different one said, “Go, go, go!”


But they remained crouched down. Another agent said, “Hawkeye’s here, moving to the spare.”


“Spare, get ready. Spare, get ready,” said the agent who, from my vantage point, seemed to be the lead.


At least two, maybe three of the agents then shouted, “Shooter’s down. Shooter’s down—are we good to move?”


A male voice answered, “Shooter’s down. We’re good to move.”


A female agent asked, “Are we clear?”


Someone said yes, they were clear, and to move. Their protective circle became mobile as they stood up with Trump, keeping a circle around him. I heard Trump say, “Let me get my shoes, let me get my shoes.”


An agent said something like, “I got you, sir,” and Trump said again, “Let me get my shoes on.”


I could see Trump’s silhouette, and it looked like he was trying to put on his shoes, which one of the agents had knocked off. An agent told him, “Hold on, sir, your head is bloody.”


Trump was insistent. “Let me get my shoes.”


A female agent relented. “Okay.”


As they slowly started to move, I heard Trump say, “USA! USA! USA!”


The detail raised him to face the crowd. He lifted his fist, pumping the air: “Fight. Fight. Fight.” His voice was raspy. The crowd erupted in joy and relief.


An agent urged, “We got to move, we got to move.”


They exited the stage, and I saw him raise his fist again three times. The crowd was now shouting “USA! USA!” as he and the agents headed toward where I was lying on the ground. A Secret Service agent in full camouflage crouched over me, looking into my eyes, and aimed his AR-style rifle directly at me as the president made his way toward me. The agent and I exchanged glances, but I was oddly not afraid.


Trump and all the agents moved past me. I could barely see his face, but I saw enough to notice the blood running down his cheek. Picard hadn’t moved. He was still on top of me, in a protective stance, and I could feel his knee digging into my calf. I thought, That’s going to leave a mark. Shannon and Michael were still underneath us.


Shannon and I both tried to take photos, but Picard and Michael were having none of it. “We don’t know if there is another shooter,” Picard said firmly, so we didn’t move.


Trump did not have his MAGA (Make America Great Again) hat on as they moved him past me. I saw his hat fall at some point while they were huddling. An agent miraculously grabbed the hat before it touched the ground and was still holding onto it while holding onto the former president.


The hat’s rescue was short-lived. When the group passed us, the hat slowly fell, landing in the gravel by my face.


I turned just enough to see past the loudspeaker that was behind us and watched the agents help Trump get into a vehicle, which they then surrounded. The motorcade paused for a moment, and then he was gone.


I thought back to the early morning. None of what had been planned that day had the three of us in the buffer zone by the president. I let out what I thought was going to be a deep sigh, but it somehow turned into that kind of little laugh you have when your day has gone haywire.


Shannon said, “Are you okay?”


I laughed just a little bit again; it felt like the only release I had in me at that moment. “Yeah, I’m okay. Remember when the thing I was most worried about this morning was getting here on time?”


“Yeah, I remember,” Michael said. “It almost cost me a beef jerky.”
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The morning started thirty-six miles away at my home in Westmoreland County, Pennsylvania. It was only 6:09 a.m., but the sun was already streaming through my kitchen window and the temperature was inching toward 79 degrees Fahrenheit. I checked the weather for the day and saw that the temperature was forecast to peak in the late afternoon at 93 degrees. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky.


Not ideal conditions for a day I would be spending with Shannon and Michael and about fifty thousand other people, standing in a treeless field that for seventy-five years had been home to the Butler Farm Show. We would be in the sun for hours, waiting for former President Trump to hold his first big western Pennsylvania rally of the 2024 election cycle.


I was scheduled to interview Trump that day. Shannon is a photojournalist, and my son-in-law was coming along to carry the tripod and lighting so that she and I could stay somewhat presentable for the interview.


Shannon and I had agonized the night before about what we could wear that would be proper for a presidential interview but also not leave us drenched in sweat. In the end, we were dressed properly and drenched in sweat a half hour after we got there.


Chris LaCivita, one of Trump’s campaign managers, told me earlier in the week that I would get five to seven minutes with Trump before the rally started. That’s fine, I thought. I had interviewed Trump before, and “five to seven minutes” with him usually meant twenty minutes. He loves to talk.


That thought reminded me to double-check that I had my notepad with my top three questions I wanted to ask him:


FIRST: Mr. President, there are thousands of people out there waiting to see you. If you win in November, what will you say to them four years from now that you were able to deliver to them after winning the presidency?


SECOND: What was going through your mind during your debate with President Biden as he faltered over and over again?


AND THIRD: If Biden were pressured by his party to drop out, what approach, if any, would be different if you find yourself running against Kamala Harris?


I stuffed the notebook in my purse. They weren’t the kind of questions that got the clicks newspapers crave, including my boss, but I was looking for the answers that voters were seeking.


I wasn’t nervous about the interview. I had interviewed Trump several times before. The most famous interview was a freelance job I did for the Atlantic in September 2016 at a Marcellus Shale event in Pittsburgh, when I said to him, “Voters take you seriously but not literally, whereas my profession takes you literally but does not take your candidacy seriously.”


That interview happened several days after I had accepted a buyout offer from my longtime job at the Pittsburgh Tribune Review. I had to knock on several doors of major newspapers before the Atlantic agreed to hire me.


I had also interviewed the president at different rallies across the country, including one in nearby Erie and at the White House. We had always conducted a good back and forth in our conversations. And besides, interviews rarely rattle me. I had been interviewing presidents on both sides of the aisle, or those who were running for the White House, for decades. It’s just what I do.


What I was nervous about, though, were the logistics of this day.


Really nervous.


My greatest anxiety is always: Will I get to the event in time? With a Trump rally, you have to factor in large crowds, parking challenges, and long lines to get to the facility.


The rules are strict about what time the press can enter as well as the cutoff time for access to the event. You have to print out a press parking pass and then remember to bring it with you.


I looked down at the confirmation email. Despite having read and reread it several times, I noticed for the first time that I was supposed to bring a press ID card as well as a government ID. Well, despite working for the Washington Examiner for eight years, I had no press pass; the paper doesn’t issue them. I panicked. Logistics, ugh. I frantically called Picard, who assured me I would be fine.


Shannon and Michael have four children—Eleanora, Milo, Louisa, and Rocco—ranging in age from eight to one. They live just over the hill from me, and my grandchildren are as rambunctious and active as my kids were while growing up. They are my everything, so much so that rarely does a day go by when I do not see them. However, getting someone to watch four children, who may not be used to watching four children, for an assignment that would likely last at least twelve hours, was a task.


At one point the night before, my daughter called me, near tears, saying she just couldn’t find someone to watch the kids. I told her if that was the case, I wasn’t going either. Pretty bold choice on my part, to be honest. Luckily, I didn’t have to follow through because, at the last minute, Michael’s parents, Mike and Debbie Venditti, were able to watch them all day. They had called in the cavalry of his brothers and their wives to help. As I said, my grandkids are my everything, but they are also a lot to handle.


The media credentials said we had to be there at 2:00 p.m. I lied to my daughter and son-in-law, telling them we had to be there at one o’clock. Why? Because Michael is never ready on time. And, as predicted, when I arrived at 10:30 a.m., fifteen minutes before we were supposed to leave, my son-in-law was washing the car and clearly had not yet showered.


Outwardly, I smiled and hugged him. Inside, I felt the worst anxiety rush through me, something that I would feel all day. Thank God I had the wherewithal to put that one-hour buffer in our schedule. Shannon was ready to go, and she got all four children ready while we waited for Michael to take his shower.


When I am anxious, I pace. My son Glenn calls it house trotting. The pacing got a little out of control, although we left only fifteen minutes later than planned.


The drive to Butler from Westmoreland County is just over an hour and twenty minutes without Trump traffic. Just after we exited the Pennsylvania Turnpike, we hit the county line at noon. Google Maps showed at least another hour to get to the Butler Farm Complex—all of that delay because of the Trump traffic jam ahead to get into the parking lot at the farm complex.


Michael decided to pull over at a Sheetz gas station to get beef jerky because he was hungry.


“Michael!” Shannon and I screamed in unified exasperation.


“I promise—time me, I’ll be thirty seconds,” he said. My anxiety worsened, and Shannon looked anxious too. He sprinted out of the Jeep and, to his great credit, returned in under a minute with three giant bags of beef jerky.


“Want some?” he asked with a broad smile, clearly proud of his accomplishment. Honestly, if I hadn’t been so filled with anxiety at that moment, I would have congratulated him. Instead, we both screamed, “Michael, let’s go!”


Within a mile or two after pulling away from the Sheetz lot, the decorated cars, trucks, and motorcycles started appearing on Route 8. They were in front of us, passing us, pulling over to pick up snacks. Probably beef jerky. A line of about thirty motorcycles with massive “Trump 2024” signs fluttering in the wind were pulled over to the side. There were oversized trucks with American flags billowing from their tailgates. There was not one but two vans with a shrink-wrapped image of Trump covering the entire vehicle. A limo passed us with an American flag shrink-wrapped around it. It seemed like every car along the highway was decorated, creating a sea of red, white, and blue for the next twenty miles.


As we approached the two-mile-long residential stretch of well-kept homes and manicured lawns—houses built from the turn of the twentieth century to midcentury—that leads to Buttermilk Road, the final road that would take us to the parking lot, there were three homes in a row with children outside courting rally-goers with lemonade stands.


With the mercury already at 93 degrees, plenty of cars pulled over to grab a red SOLO cup of lemonade, delighting the children who were trying to make a buck. There were also some fairly enterprising adults with tricked-out barbeque stands, and the sweet smell of campfires, savory meat, and spices filled the air, enticing even more people to pull over.


There was even a moonshine stand, with a guy playing a fiddle beside the still. I shouted out the window to get their number—I needed to follow up with those guys.


As we got within a mile of the Farm Show Complex, some enterprising homeowners were sitting on chairs in their yards, holding signs offering parking spots on their property for a price; the closer you got, the more expensive the cost.


A mile away, it was $10, and by the time we were just a quarter mile away, people were paying $40 for the convenience of not having to wait to park at the official lot or having to wait in the parking lot once the rally was over.


Plenty of people took these residents up on the offer. Hundreds of people were walking along Buttermilk Road, carrying folding chairs and water bottles as we slowly inched our way toward the parking lot.


As soon as we got to the parking area, we asked the state trooper where the press parking lot was and showed him our parking pass. Of course, I had obsessively asked my daughter to print out three “just in case.” Shannon glanced at the clock—“Oh my God, Mom, it’s almost 1 o’clock and we still have to park and get to the press entrance.”


For once, she panicked and I did not. I looked at her and sheepishly admitted, “Um, the cutoff time is 2, not 1.” She rolled her eyes, but before she could say anything, I interjected, “What? You guys are always late.”


“Fair enough,” she said, and we all laughed. But I still wasn’t relaxed yet. We did have to get to the press entrance, allow security to sweep our gear, and then go through the magnetometers—it’s at least a half-mile walk. I made sure, three times, that everyone had their driver’s licenses, and then we started walking toward the mags.


The security check was uneventful, and we headed over the rise of the hill, where we could finally see the stage and the vendors along the way.


Neither Shannon nor Michael had been to a Trump rally before. I watched their reactions as their senses were almost overwhelmed with sounds and smells. It is hard to capture in words, to properly express the emotions of the people who attend these rallies. They can become so tangible that they make everything around you feel big.


There is a real sense of people who feel like they are part of something bigger than themselves—and part of something that connects them to each other. It’s a very different description than most reporters would give. But most of them didn’t grow up in places like Butler, where my family originally settled in the 1790s. Most mainstream media reporters don’t know people like those who attend these rallies. It’s foreign to them, and they often describe them in their stories as “strange,” “weird,” “uneducated,” “far-right,” or “left behind.”


“Everyone is so happy,” Shannon said. She pulled out her Nikon and started photographing everything—click, click, click. She turned to capture people buying trinkets at a vendor’s booth, and two very muscular Black men, standing in the middle of the grass and holding up bawdy T-shirts that read “Fuck Joe Biden,” smiled and posed for her.


A little kid holding a tiny American flag and his grandmother’s hand caught Shannon’s eye. Click, click, click.


Michael saw Scott Presler, the young, relentless social media advocate for signing people up to vote, known for his long brown hair and, more importantly, for going across the country, and specifically across Pennsylvania, to register voters for the Republican Party.


Presler was standing in his register-to-vote booth, signing people up. Yes, there were people attending a Trump rally who had not done that yet. With him was Slippery Rock mayor Jondavid (J. D.) Longo, a former marine who governs a small college town on the edge of Butler County.


Presler gave me a hug. Michael was a bit awestruck. “Wait, you know Scott Presler?”


It made Presler laugh. “Wait, you know Salena Zito?” Michael got a selfie with him.


We found the entrance to the press riser and Picard, and we made our way toward the tables and chairs that had been set up. They were all hot to the touch; nonetheless, we tried to sit down. The sun was beating down relentlessly. I let out a deep sigh, and my daughter and Michael laughed, knowing that now I could relax: we had accomplished the hard part of getting here on time and getting into the press area.


The rest of the day would be fine.


Thankfully, the Trump advance team had placed water bottle stations all over the massive farm field behind the stage area because the heat was merciless and we still had hours to wait before the rally began. People were cresting the hill, and slowly the stage area, with risers on all sides, began to fill up.


Picard pulled me over to a shady area for the photographers who cover Trump. “Okay, here is what I am told. You have five minutes with the president. I will come and grab you and Shannon and Mike ten minutes before he is to go on stage, and we’ll do the interview,” he said.


I conveyed that to Shannon and Michael, and Picard asked whether they wanted to go into the buffer area with the press pool. They both wanted to, but Shannon wanted to be there more. Since only one of them could go, Michael relented and Shannon joined the press pool.


“Okay, I will grab you before the interview, place you in there, and then grab you afterward,” Picard explained.


We watched the people make their way down to the field. I interviewed Harry Norman, a Vietnam War veteran who had served three tours of duty and twenty years in the military. He uses a cane now, but dang if he wasn’t dressed to the T in a navy shirt and khaki pants, and holding a tiny American flag. At seventy, he’s still not retired from farming. Norman said he was overwhelmed with emotion to be there.


“I’ve never been to a political rally in my life,” he said. I offered him water, but he declined and made his way toward the stage.


The crowd started to swell. People were walking toward the stage area with newly purchased Trump flags, hats, sipping cups, and Pittsburgh Steelers Terrible Towels, as well as funnel cakes, hot dogs, and french fries smothered in cheese.


Matt Popovich, eleven, was beaming as he walked past me carrying a sign that read “Kids for Trump.” I asked him and his dad, Mark, if this was his first Trump rally. “Yeah,” Matt said with a smile. “But it’s not going to be my last.”


It was now 3:38 p.m., and Picard pulled me aside again. “There has been a change in plans.” I immediately thought, There it is; it’s canceled.


All that planning for naught. Well, that was just what I got for lying to Shannon and Michael about what time we should be there. God was definitely punishing me. What am I going to tell my editor? Honestly, it is amazing the things you can think of in a split second.


“You are now going to interview President Trump after the rally,” Picard said. “They are running late.”


The one thing that every seasoned journalist knows for certain is that when plans or schedules for an interview change, the likelihood that the interview will happen decreases.


“We can’t change that?” I asked Picard. But I knew his answer before he said no.


Shannon and Michael were visibly annoyed, mostly because they knew this meant we would get home much later than we planned and they had the kids to think of. They decided to take a walk around the vendor booths. “Don’t go too far,” I warned. And Shannon rolled her eyes again. “Mom, we are going to be here for another, what, seven hours?”


I immediately texted LaCivita: “Hey Chris. The plans just changed with our interview and I am making sure that this thing is really going to happen. Like, I know how this goes. First it’s moved and then it doesn’t happen.”


I sounded kind of bitchy, which is not my thing, but it was hot and I had other people to think about besides myself.


LaCivita immediately texted back, “No. No. No. All is good. No changes with the interview. It is happening. We are just running late.”


I started feeling anxious again. I looked around and realized that the crowds of people had filled not just the stage area but also the whole area beside the risers and as far as the eye could see. Every space was filled with people, and they looked hot. I watched as several local reporters, including me, grabbed cases of water from the press cage to haul over to the gates.


“Pass them back into the crowd,” I shouted. The exercise took my mind off the worry that everything about the interview might go south. I texted my daughter to come back because now I was worried they wouldn’t get back to the press entrance through the massive crowd.


Twenty minutes later, Susie Wiles, Trump’s campaign manager, texted me: “President Trump thinks that five minutes after the rally is too short for an interview,” she wrote. There it is. I knew it. I was about to tell Shannon it wasn’t going to happen when Susie texted more: “He would really like it if you and your photographers would fly from Butler to Bedminster so you could do a full interview. We’ll have someone drive you back after the interview.”


Well, that took a turn I did not see coming.


I looked over at Shannon and Michael. There was no way they’d agree to do this. No way Michael’s parents would watch the kids overnight. I resigned myself, even before I asked them, to the fact that I would unfortunately be doing this solo.


“Wait, what? Say that again?” was Shannon’s response. “How is this my life?” To my utter surprise, they were all in. You have to understand, Shannon has done assignments with me before but never anything with such high stakes.


And Michael, who works in the venture capital world, navigates deals, not this crazy political world.


Now it was time to get Michael’s parents to agree. Debbie answered Shannon’s call quickly but hedged when asked; she was apprehensive about their safety on the plane with Trump, with so many people in the world hating him.


It is important to note that Debbie and her husband Mike are about the biggest Trump supporters you could find, so this apprehension had nothing to do with their politics. She is just a natural worrier.


Debbie consulted her husband and her brother, Perry Bruno, who was with them at the house. Perry told her, “My God, Debbie, it is a chance of a lifetime. Tell them to go.”


Shannon assured her, “This is the safest place in the world we can be. He is the most protected person in the world.”


The realization of what was going to happen sunk in, and Shannon asked, “How are you so calm? We are going on the plane with the former president and going to Bedminster…” Her voice trailed off.


I reminded her that all she had to do was capture some great photos.


Picard came over seconds later to tell me about the change in plans, and I reacted as if I didn’t already know. He looked at me and said, “Who are you, exactly?” I just shrugged.


By then, there was nothing but a sea of people filling up the farm field. Weeks later, one of the board members of the Butler Farm Show told me there were at least fifty thousand people there that day, using the same metric they use to measure their annual farm show in July. I had no doubt that was the truth.


By 5:30 p.m., a half hour after Trump was supposed to arrive, his motorcade caught the attention of everyone in the top row of the bleachers. He was here. The news traveled fast, and the crowd erupted in applause. The countdown of his music playlist told me it would be at least another half hour before we’d see him.


Picard grabbed Shannon for the buffer area where she was to join Doug Mills from the New York Times, Evan Vucci of the Associated Press, and Anna Moneymaker of Getty Images. Michael and I waited at the press riser. Within minutes, Picard was running toward us.


“It’s ‘go time,’” he said. “Let’s go now.”


I looked at Michael. “I guess the plans have changed and we are interviewing Trump before the rally,” I said.


As a reporter, it is part of the deal to always be prepared for things to change—and they sure had changed several times that day. Michael and I weaved our way through a tiny buffer that was carved out with metal fencing, making our way through the crowd to where Shannon and the other photographers were waiting to go into the buffer zone. Picard grabbed Shannon: “Go time!” he told her.


She looked at me, and I shrugged. “I guess we are doing the interview now,” I said.


Jondavid Longo, mayor of Slippery Rock, and Rico Elmore, chair of the Beaver County Republican Party, were both walking out as we were rushing in. Inside the first curtained-off section were several young families, at least two dozen first responders, state troopers, and firefighters, all waiting in line to meet the president.


Picard said, “Come on, let’s go!”


I was confused. “Where are we doing the interview? We need to set up the lighting.”


Picard seemed equally confused about where the interview would happen. “Stay here. I’ll be right back.” He walked into the second curtained area. A wave of delightfully frigid air whiffed from behind the curtain.


I turned to Shannon. “Well, now we know why he stays so cool when he gets out there on stage. He brings his own air conditioner.” Shannon didn’t laugh. She was busy trying to get all of her equipment ready for whatever split second we would have with Trump in the next few minutes.


Picard emerged from the curtained-off room where Trump was greeting people. He smiled. “You are not interviewing him right now. He just wants to say hi. You are still going to Bedminster.”


Shannon and Michael laughed. “Okay, Mom, this I gotta see.”


Now, I had not seen Trump in person since 2020 when I interviewed him in Latrobe, Pennsylvania, weeks before that year’s election. In February 2023, he got sore with me for interviewing Florida governor Ron DeSantis—so sore that he wrote a Truth Social post calling me “FAKE NEWS REPORTER SALENA ZITO” because I had interviewed someone who was then considered his biggest potential rival for the Republican primary process.


Even though my story never mentioned that DeSantis was running, Trump was pissed at me. You have to remember, at that time, Trump was not at the top of the Republican primary polls and voters were still raw from losing several midterm US Senate races they believed Republicans would have won had Trump not pushed for candidates like Dr. Mehmet Oz in Pennsylvania and Herschel Walker in Georgia over more traditional Republicans in those states’ primary races.


Trump’s turning point in the voters’ hearts did not begin until one week after my DeSantis interview when he showed up forty-two miles from the Butler Farm Complex in East Palestine, Ohio, where a Norfolk Southern freight train had derailed, spilling hazardous materials. It was a day filled with horrors, sleet, and mud. Trump, wearing galoshes, handed out McDonald’s hamburgers and cases of water. It was then that his fortunes began to change with voters.


I received a call from him one day out of the blue in May of 2024. It came in as a restricted number, a call I would rarely pick up, but I was watching my grandchildren at the time and impulsively did pick up. To my great surprise, Trump was on the line.


I chased the kids running around in the yard and tried to keep them occupied as we talked. Trump laughed when he heard me trying to keep them from doing whatever siblings do to each other when the caregiver is on the phone. We talked about Pennsylvania. At the end of the call, Trump said, “Sometimes people around me think they control everyone I talk to. Here is my cell number. Within reason, call me any time, and please don’t share my number.”


And that was that. It was not the first president’s cell phone number I had been given. I still have Barack Obama’s and Joe Biden’s. At one time, I had Bill Clinton’s and Hillary Clinton’s cell numbers. I’ve never called any of them. I guess that is who I am now, I thought that day, the keeper of presidential cell phone numbers.


Now Picard said the president wanted to see me. Before I even made my way into the wonderfully air-conditioned room, I heard that familiar voice: “Saleeeeena,” he said, exaggerating the middle of my name. “You look great. You lost weight. My goodness, look at her hair, everyone—doesn’t she have the best hair in journalism? Possibly in America.”


It was hard not to laugh. Also, it was hard not to be embarrassed. Everyone in the room, mostly police officers and senior staff, was looking at me. At least, it felt like that. I really don’t like the attention and found myself wishing I could crawl behind a chair. He came in for a hug. Not a big deal to me; I hug everyone and everyone hugs me. Even Hillary hugged me in my old newsroom at the Pittsburgh Tribune Review. So did Obama in New Hampshire.


“Salena, it’s so great to see you. How are you doing? How are all those grandkids?”


Trump always remembers my grandkids. “I love my grandkids too,” he said. “I love being around them.”


It was just before six o’clock. “I am really looking forward to our interview,” he said. Inside the tent with me were about forty local cops—men and women. As I left, I heard him telling them, “Thank you so much for your service.”


He was in great spirits. At rallies like these, he always is.


Picard took me, Shannon, and Michael to the buffer area. “May as well as stay here rather than go back to the riser,” he said. “We’ll be leaving as soon as the rally is over. Take photos, videos, whatever you like. Make sure you end up toward the end over by the speaker.”


Within seconds, the voice of country music singer Lee Greenwood blared through the speakers: “God Bless the USA.”


Trump appeared on a red-carpeted walkway in his trademark blue suit and MAGA hat, waving to supporters as the excitement grew to a frenzy. He strode to the podium.


The applause seemed to last forever. It was about 6:05 p.m.—I know that because I looked at my watch when Trump started to speak. To his right was a screen that, in the lead-up to the rally, showed videos of the president urging people to vote in person or by mail, and also showed several videos of him speaking directly to the crowd.


Now a large chart about illegal immigration appeared on the screen.1 Trump proceeded to do two things I have rarely seen him do: go full Ross Perot and use a chart at a rally and turn his face and neck away from people at a rally.


Trump rallies involve a give-and-take between him and the rally-goers; he feeds off of them as much as they feed off of him. So although he may turn to face another section of the crowd, he rarely takes his gaze away from them.


Yet, at this moment, he did those two things at the same time, actions that he had never done before, and they saved his life.


Had he not decided to use that chart to underscore his remarks about how illegal crossings at the southern US border had dipped during his presidency, and had he not turned away from his supporters to glance at the chart, one of the shots fired at 6:11 p.m. likely would have hit the base of his skull and killed him.


1 
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