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This book is dedicated to God, for Your guiding force, and for all of the little miracles You performed along the way to give me a second chance at life; to Jennifer, for being our family’s rock, and for your strength and love throughout; and to Madison and Harrison, so you can one day know of all the heroes who saved your dad’s life.
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Prologue


The Whipper-In


At right around 7:00 AM, when the gunman walked up to the baseball practice, I was at second base.


Officer Kevin Jobe of the Alexandria Police Department had just started his patrol; firefighter and paramedic Richard Krimmer was sitting at a kitchen table in Station 207, listening to his battalion chiefs on a conference call.


Special Agents Crystal Griner and David Bailey were in the Suburban parked just off the baseball field, with the windows down and the radio low.


A few miles away, my good friend Cedric Richmond, Democratic Congressman and Chairman of the Congressional Black Caucus, was at the Democrats’ practice.


Dr. Jack Sava and Susan Kennedy, of the trauma department at the MedStar Washington Hospital Center, were just about to come on shift.


These people, and many others, would come together over the next few seconds, the next days and months, to bring me back from the brink of death. In that way, the gunshot that marked the start of that attack was actually a starting gun of sorts, for all kinds of different people racing to my side, coming together for the purpose of saving this one grateful man. To make me feel like it wasn’t just me but the whole country that had been shot at. I would get to see a nation unified, to see different people from all different backgrounds rooting and praying and working for me to survive.
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At first, from where I stand, I don’t think we’re under attack.


After the bang, the first thing I see is a tractor, so the first thing I think is tractor.


If I register anything it’s Oh, a backfire.


The notion that we’re being attacked—that I am under attack—doesn’t fit. It doesn’t work; it’s dissonant, a glitch, I’m watching a movie with the wrong sound, a horror flick with a laugh track, a comedy with panicky strings. It’s a warm and gorgeous day, the grass fresh cut and loamy. I feel the sunbaked vinyl numbers on my jersey, warming my back. I’m flooded by all the sensations you experience when you’re smiling and joking with your friends and outside playing a kid’s game, and these things don’t make sense with gunfire attached to them. It takes me too long, and I’m just standing there, because the notion is too confusing.


Although when I think about it now, this strange melding of opposite things, I realize it’s what that whole day, and everything that came after it, was about. It’s fitting, really. In the most literal sense, bringing different ideas together is actually my job. I’m the House Majority Whip, after all, the “whipper-in,” a term taken from the old fox chases, where someone had to go after the stray hounds to crack whips and fire rat-shot over their heads to scare them back into the pack. The whipper-in brings together creatures that sometimes stray very far apart. My job is to bring people together to pass bills, to build coalitions, but I’ve never in my life brought people together as effectively as I did when I was on the brink of death.


That day began a convergence of people from all walks of life, people of very different personal backgrounds and different political inclinations, people who otherwise have had, if we’re being honest, very little common cause in recent years. So whether you personally share the same conservative principles I have or subscribe to a much different political philosophy, I hope even the most cynical among you will acknowledge, if only silently and to yourselves, that what this story suggests most of all is that there’s something very unique and very powerful about you, about all of us.


You may have heard the story of this baseball shooting and moved on, never having known how seriously some of us were hurt, how close to death we were.


You may not have known how long the road to recovery has been and how much of it still lies ahead. Certainly, there have been many, much bigger tragedies, affecting many more people, since that day.


Still, I—one man struggling to survive—received so much support, and so many prayers, and so many gestures from so many far-flung places, I felt like I was being lifted up by the entire nation. In all the kindness and humor and gifts and prayers pouring into my one little hospital room; in all the talent that was brought to bear for my benefit, I was made to feel that an attack on me was an attack on us all. And I was provided a reminder that this nation is special because of how many different kinds of people share it, not in spite of that. It’s the reason I’m alive. So I’ve endeavored to make this a book that can welcome anybody, and perhaps challenge everybody.


On the day I was shot, hundreds of pieces of bullet and bone split apart inside me and took me right up to the brink of death, but it was also a day hundreds of things came together so I could survive. As I’ve looked back on the past year, I’ve learned new and interesting and inspiring things about many of these people who saved me. I’ve learned their many different stories. I’ve tried to learn who they are, these people who played parts, some small, some almost cinematically large, in saving my life.


And I’ve decided to try and tell the story through them.


This is not just a story about the hundreds of pieces of metal and bone that almost killed me. It’s about the hundreds of new pieces of my life. The new people in my life.


And I figure, how better to tell this story? How better to tell the story of all the things that had to go right, the hundreds of little miracles and acts of heroism that had to happen for me to be here telling this story, than through those very special people—the heroes God put in place to make those miracles possible?


The way I see it, it’s a very small step toward returning the favor.


But right now, small steps are nothing to scoff at.














5:45 PM, Tuesday, June 13th


THE PARKS DEPARTMENT


On the evening of Tuesday, June 13th, a man wandered onto a baseball field in Alexandria, looking around.


It’s a well-kept facility with a slight crown, a gentle rounding toward the middle that helps rainwater drain off the sides. It has the effect of making you feel, when you’re standing right next to it, like it rises above you. It makes you feel small.


The air was cooling off, the heat of an early summer day easing away. A late afternoon fog was beginning to lift, moving north toward the Capitol, as parks department staff finished their work. They dragged the field to smooth out the bumps; they laid down fresh chalk on the baselines.


As the man surveyed the field, something caught his eye.


A gate, on the third base side.


It seemed, from where he stood, to be open.


That was asking for trouble. An off-leash dog trotting in to dig up a divot; kids leaving behind a few longneck mementos of their summer vacation.


The man walked over to third base, closed the gate, and locked it.


Then he left for the night.














5:00 AM, Wednesday, June 14th


Wednesday was going to be a good day.


I’m always a little giddy as we get closer to a baseball game, and going into the last day of practice, I was as excited as ever. I feel almost foolishly lucky that I get to play a child’s game, to go outside and smell the grass and feel the sun and throw a ball around like a kid.


I get to wear a real baseball uniform. Putting on that uniform is as exciting now as it was back in Little League. Back then it was exciting because when I put on a baseball uniform I felt like a grownup. Now it’s exciting because when I put on a uniform it makes me feel like a kid. I would lay that uniform on the bed every night before practice. This time, I’d laid out two uniforms, actually—one for that day, my last day of practice, a University of Louisiana-Lafayette uniform, with the fleur-de-lis and “RAGIN’ CAJUNS” across the top.


And one for the big game the next day. I couldn’t help it.


Next to those two uniforms, I’d laid out my suit for the day. Not as exciting, but even after practice ended, it was going to be a good day at work, because of a deceptively thorny, politically controversial issue we’d finally solved: red snapper.


I know, it sounds trivial, but fishing is a huge part of the culture down in the Gulf, where I’m from—like baseball, a thing fathers do to bond with their children. For years, a disagreement about overfishing persisted between the Department of Commerce, the state governments, and members of Congress, and with no one agreeing on a solution, eventually the Department of Commerce swooped in and cut the fishing season down to just three days.


For years, congressional leaders from the affected states couldn’t agree on a response, so when I decided to take it on, it was against the better judgment of just about everyone whose advice I value. Even the Speaker of the House, Paul Ryan, gave me that look when I said I was going for red snapper. That roll of the eyes that says, Your funeral.


And yet, over the past few weeks, all the representatives from all the districts affected had gathered in my conference room on the third floor of the Capitol, often after dinner, often staying late into the evening, talking through every single viewpoint, every possible solution, all its merits and unintended consequences. And though it sounds exhausting, really, it’s why I love my job: because in Congress, issues like this abound, issues that seem hyper-specific, even silly, but that impact spending bills, land management bills—all kinds of broader, more obviously far-reaching legislation. And of course, there’s no such thing as a silly or trivial law to those directly affected by one. But when you put members of Congress in the same room together, feed them, and listen to them, often you can actually forge solutions between people who never thought they could agree on anything.


So, after a lot of late nights debating the finer points of red snapper fishing, we finally landed on an idea everyone could agree on, and forwarded our proposal on to the Commerce Department. The evening before that last practice, Commerce called—we’d convinced them.


I just about hollered. We’d solved red snapper! I felt like we’d figured out cold fusion. Commerce was set to announce the new policy, so Chris Bond and Lauren Fine, my communications staff, put together a series of press calls for after practice. I was excited. I was proud.


We would announce the breakthrough after practice.
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That morning, as I rode out from D.C. to the small Virginia ballpark where the team practiced, I had some time to reflect on what—at the time—felt like some of the most important things in life.


I thought about my teammate, Kevin Brady, whose committee was drafting the largest tax reform package since 1986 and who was relying on me to help get the votes to pass it.


I thought about the final details for another meeting I had after practice, about reforming the National Flood Insurance Program.


I daydreamed about the next day, walking into Nationals Park, taking my position as starting second baseman, with my wife, Jennifer, and kids in the stands to cheer me on.


I’d always relished these morning rides to the ballpark, because they were probably the only part of the day I had to myself. That early in the morning, even Horton leaves me alone. Brett Horton, the chief of staff for my Whip office, who oversees much of my day-to-day activities and tries to squeeze as much as he can out of every hour. If a meeting is cancelled, it’s not a sudden windfall of leisure time to sit in my office and look down the National Mall, pondering its history and all the people who took in the same view, from the same office, before me.


Brett finds a call to fit in or assembles an impromptu meeting in no time flat.


He denies me a few minutes for lunch if I don’t mount a convincing argument.


But even Brett, the hyperactive Tetris master of the Outlook calendar, has to leave the 5:00 and 6:00 AM hours alone. No one, in any time zone, wants a meeting or a call at that hour.


So as I rode out to northern Virginia for baseball practice, U2 on the radio, and no calls to make, in my mind, I was back in the 80s, a high schooler driving out to the sandlot for a pickup game with the neighborhood kids.


That drive was just about as peaceful as life got.
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Players started arriving at around 5:30 AM. It was shaping up to be one of those warm, breezy days that bring a smile to your face and seem to carry your cares up into the clouds. Everything was good. Work was good. Life was good. I felt great. Stepping out onto the field, I was excited about practice, and even more excited about the fact that I would get to see my kids the next day. And after the game, my son Harrison would stay in D.C. for a week. The past couple of years my daughter Madison, who is two years older than my son, had spent a week in the summer with me in Washington, tagging along to meetings, always by my side. Those were incredibly special times for me to bond with my daughter and for her to see what Daddy does whenever he gets on a plane to leave for a few days at a time. This year, Harrison was finally old enough to join me, and I had two tickets to a U2 concert. So out on the field, I was thinking, What could be better? I had a few legislative wins behind me, a summer of baseball, father–son bonding, and a raucous concert all lay in front of me.


By 6:00 AM, practice was under way.


By 6:30 AM, we were trash talking, whooping, and zinging the ball around the diamond. Around us, the neighborhood was coming to life. People were jogging, walking their dogs, looking through the chain links to watch us practice.


Soon, more than 30 people were either playing or hanging around the park. The normal weekday throng lined up for their morning fix at Swing’s Coffee, across the street.


People were beginning to arrive at the YMCA, next to the field, for morning exercise classes.


The area was getting crowded.


By 7:00 AM, most of us had been at it for an hour. Some of the players started to leave. I knew I probably should too, but I wanted to stay just a little longer. Just field a few more grounders, make a few more throws, before leaving the field, heading home to shower, and to get ready for the day.














5:30 AM


THE GUNMAN


At around the time our team began showing up at the field, an out-of-work home inspector was visiting a storage unit just outside of the city.


He’d been living out of a van in a quiet neighborhood, frequenting a YMCA to use the showers and Wi-Fi.


There, he met the city’s former mayor, who took an interest in helping him, and gave him job recommendations and bar recommendations. On the mayor’s advice, he started frequenting a barbecue joint down the street, putting on his best khakis and polo shirts and going down to nurse Budweiser and Pabst while the other patrons sipped craft brews.


He watched golf on the bar’s TVs. He avoided eye contact. He bothered no one, not deliberately at least, but people noticed him. Bartenders felt a vague sense of unease. He seemed like a strange but probably harmless pensioner, content to quietly while away his afternoons tending to a beer belly and watching golf. He did not talk politics.


At night, alone behind the glow of a laptop screen, he raged. He was roiled by social media, he battled on it, his posts dripping with scorn and hatred toward the Republican Party and President Trump, and the responses to his posts fueled him even more. He was living a kind of double existence. While quiet and unassuming in person, he was angry and confrontational online, a digital flamethrower, a combatant when provided the anonymity of an online avatar.


But by June 14th, something had boiled over in him. His hatred spilled from words into action.


He returned 30 minutes after going to the storage shed. He sat in his van with a clear view of the field, watching as I practiced with all my teammates. He could see us clearly. We could not see him.


There, in his van, with the sound of baseballs pinging off aluminum bats in the distance, he could load his weapons without anyone noticing. It hadn’t occurred to any of us that we made an ideal target: A bunch of congressmen gathered in one place, with no cover, and hardly any protection. When members of Congress are away from the Capitol, only the leadership get any kind of security detail—a grand total of 10 people out of 535.


Very few members of leadership have ever gone to the baseball practices.
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Just after 7:00 AM, Jeff Duncan, a congressman from South Carolina, said he had to leave practice and get to work. He gave me a fist bump and hustled off the field, but before he got to his car, he was stopped by a short, chubby man.


“Excuse me, sir,” the man said. “Who’s practicing today? Democrats or Republicans?”


“This is a Republican team,” Duncan said.


“’Okay, thanks.”


Then the man turned around and simply walked away, back across the parking lot to his van.


Duncan got in his car and drove away. He thought to himself, That was odd.


Four minutes later, the man emerged from his van carrying an SKS style semi-automatic rifle with a 40-round banana clip, a fully loaded nine-millimeter Smith & Wesson pistol in a hip holster attached to his waistband, an extra fully loaded 40-round clip for the rifle, and an extra loaded magazine for the pistol—enough ammunition to kill all of us several times over.


He brought his arsenal across the parking lot and toward the baseball field—a big space where a few dozen unsuspecting senators and congressman were fenced in, with virtually no cover. He came toward us, carrying his weapons to the entrance, about to step onto the field and begin his assault—but he couldn’t push the gate open.


The gate on the third base side wouldn’t budge.


It had been padlocked the night before.


The gunman couldn’t get to us. He couldn’t get onto the field. For the moment, his plan to walk up to us and begin an all-out assault was stymied.


Then he saw Congressman Trent Kelly from Mississippi on the other side of the fence but just a few feet away, playing third base.


The gunman raised his rifle and aimed right at Trent’s head.
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Trent noticed movement out of the corner of his eye.


He turned just in time to see a rifle barrel pointed directly at him.


Then the man pulled the trigger.














Summer, 2014


THE PEOPLE OF VIRGINIA’S 7TH


The bombshell went off when I was on the way to dinner. It was three years before that fateful baseball practice, almost to the day, and for me it started, as most major moments seem to these days, with a text message.


I was hosting a small dinner with some colleagues at Acadiana, my favorite Cajun restaurant in Washington. It’s something I did as a way to unwind, catch up, and learn what other members had on their minds.


On that day, I’d forgotten, or perhaps didn’t even know, that some members had primaries.


I didn’t even know that Scott Rigell—who was sitting right next to me riding to dinner—had one, until he started checking in by text message with his campaign team.


“You’re doing fine,” his manager texted him back. “But Eric’s in trouble.”


Scott glanced over at me. He looked like he’d seen a ghost. “They’re saying Eric’s in trouble.”


Eric who?


Scott’s from Virginia. The only “Eric” I could think of from Virginia was Eric Cantor, but it couldn’t be Eric Cantor. Eric Cantor was Majority Leader. He was one of the most powerful politicians in the country and had a nearly unrivaled campaign war chest. There was no way he’d be having any trouble in a primary.


I texted Lynnel Ruckert, then my chief of staff. “There’s nothing going on in Eric Cantor’s primary, is there?”


Her response came quickly. “Actually yeah. Returns are coming in. Something’s wrong.”








[image: ]











Here it’s important to point out that even if I’d known that Eric Cantor had an election that day, I still wouldn’t have found it worth paying attention to. The latest polling had him winning by 30 points. His opponent had only two paid staffers, raised less than $200,000, didn’t even spend all of that, and was running his campaign with a flip-phone. Eric outspent him 40 to 1. Eric was so far ahead he traveled all over the country raising money for other members of the party.


Perhaps most important, no Majority Leader had ever lost a primary. Literally, it had never happened.


At Acadiana, as we sat down to dinner, people were starting to buzz.


Did you hear what’s going on in Virginia?


Unbelievable, right?


No way. It can’t be.


We were all glued to our phones. With 40% of precincts reporting, Eric was actually losing.


With 50% reporting, the margin widened.


Sixty percent, and the gap was too big to make up.


Just after 8:20 PM, the Associated Press called it: Eric had somehow just become the first Majority Leader ever to lose a primary.


I was stunned. We all were. Eric is a friend of mine, and a mentor. As we were trying to process those emotions, though, we also all realized, at about the same time, that the party would soon have some big decisions to make. Eric was the House Majority Leader, and now we knew he’d no longer be in leadership after November. Which meant the party would need a new leader. November wasn’t even five months away. The jockeying for position was sure to start soon, maybe even within the next few days.


Tim Griffin, then a congressman from southern Arkansas (now the state’s lieutenant governor), was at the dinner, and he turned to me and said, “If Cantor’s out, and there’s an opening at Majority Leader, that means there’s gonna be an opening at Whip.”


It was only minutes since polls had closed in Virginia’s 7th; that’s how fast things were happening.


“Steve,” he said, “you should run.”


I could hardly wrap my mind around it. I was still addled. I was still shocked. All I could think was, I need to talk to Jennifer.


Griffin got more adamant. “Steve, you gotta do it.”


I asked the waiter if we could speed up the dinner. More calls were coming in. More people were asking what I was thinking. I needed to call my wife. I needed to confer with my staff. If I was going to even consider trying to make a run, I had no time to waste. Because if I did run, I was going to be running an underdog campaign, compressed into the impossibly short time period of five months.
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Then five months became eight days.


With the news full of breathless headlines—“ERIC CANTOR AND THE BIGGEST UPSET IN POLITICAL HISTORY,” read one Washington Post headline; “THE SEISMIC POLITICAL CONSEQUENCES OF ERIC CANTOR’S STUNNING LOSS” screamed another—Eric decided not to serve out his term. He’d leave early; he’d resign his position. We weren’t losing him in November; we were losing him immediately.


And the Speaker of the House, John Boehner, didn’t want the future of the party’s leadership up in the air, not even for five months.


At some point that day, Lynnel called me. “Boss, I’m hearing Boehner’s calling a snap election.”


“Ok. When’s it gonna be?”


“It’s in eight days.”


“It’s in what?!”


“You gotta make a decision now.”


I called Jennifer again, and we had a conversation that deserved to span at least a weekend in a few minutes, but Jen’s attitude has always been that any sacrifice for the country is one worth making. “Steve, our country needs you more than we do right now. You have to do it. We’ll figure it out.”
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I had run one successful internal campaign, to become a caucus chairman, but of course I wasn’t in leadership, and never had been.


My opponent, Peter Roskam, was the Chief Deputy Whip, next in line to move up to Whip. I was going up against an opponent who was not only well liked and a good fundraiser, but also the sitting Whip’s hand-picked successor (Kevin McCarthy was trying to move up and take over for Eric Cantor).


I was essentially going against the shoe-in.


If I was going to even have a chance, I knew I had to make my case to every single Republican in the House.


I had to talk to 232 people.


In eight days.


Lynnel turned our office into a war room. Brett Horton, who was my policy director at the time, set up shop at the conference table in my office, and together we began mapping out calls. We talked through which issues mattered most to all my colleagues, tried to get them on the phone, then tracked the results of each conversation. Members willing to make calls for me—to join my “Whip team”—were really the only supporters I could completely count on, because they were going public with their support.


I worked the phones that first night until well after midnight, until my calls went unanswered, and then went home for just a few hours of sleep so I could get up and be back at it first thing the next day.


Then a complication arose: a spoiler candidate jumped in the race. Marlin Stutzman from Indiana announced he was running.


Now I had two opponents to contend with. A three-way race meant it wasn’t likely any one of us could pull more than 50% of the votes, not in just one ballot. Instead, what was likely to happen was that one of us would be eliminated in the first ballot, and the other two would go head-to-head in a runoff.


The plot thickened.
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I’d never had to be so focused on time management in my life. My staff got it down to a science. Everyone had a role, and under pressure, they were all at peak performance, setting up calls, prepping me on the issues, tracking the results of the calls to try and gauge how much support I actually had.


When my colleagues headed home for Father’s Day weekend, I stayed behind. Every single minute I was on the phone with a colleague or waiting to be connected, or, sometimes, both.


When my colleagues returned to D.C. after the weekend, a new opportunity arose: each vote series gave me a captive audience. Each time a vote was called, all the members had to go to the House Chamber, so I’d grab a list of calls I hadn’t made yet and head to the floor to track people down.


Meanwhile, the press saw the compressed leadership race as high drama. The normally empty press gallery, a balcony behind the speaker’s rostrum where reporters can—but seldom do—watch members of Congress slowly turn the grindstone of democracy, was full to the brim.


My hometown publications were out in force; the state hadn’t had anyone in leadership since Hale Boggs was Majority Leader back in 1971.


This was high pressure.


The lights were on.


This was the Super Bowl. Reporters who’d always ignored me started stalking my moves, yelling out questions as I passed about whether I had the votes.


I didn’t.


Sometimes when I approached members on the floor, they’d try to avoid me, turning away like I was an incoming process server, waving a lawsuit. That would get my mind reeling. I know he saw me. Is he avoiding me because he’s already committed to Peter? Does he just think I have no chance? Does he not want to waste his vote on me and just doesn’t want to tell me?


Sometimes I’d see someone on my list across the floor, start moving toward him, and then I’d notice one of my opponents angling in the same direction.


The two of us would pick up the pace, both trying to get there first.


Soon we’d both be powerwalking awkwardly across the floor, two middle-aged men in suits racing across the House Chamber, toward one of the few remaining undecided members. Then, back in my office, we’d read press reports after each vote series about whose hand I’d shaken, who turned away when I approached, and what it meant. It was like reading in-depth analysis in which pundits dissected the political intrigue of a high school dance.


Then I got a boost: the Pennsylvania delegation, which had sworn to vote as a bloc, split. Some of my colleagues from the Keystone State committed to me. I was picking up some momentum. Rumors swirled that Marlin was looking to cut a deal and release his votes. Walking back to my office from a vote series, a reporter hollered at me, “Are you negotiating with your opponents?”


“No deals!” I yelled back as the door shut behind me. I was confident—in retrospect, maybe too confident.


But I couldn’t help it. At the moment, I was flying high. The numbers looked good. I felt momentum, and everything was going my way.


Then a setback: Roskam’s camp started saying he had all the votes he needed already locked up. If he really did, that meant I didn’t. And by then, the vote was only a day away. If Roskam had the votes to win in just one round, it was too late for me to do anything about it.
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Before the New Orleans Saints played their very first playoff game in the Superdome during the magical 2009–2010 season, head coach Sean Payton gave a pep talk in the locker room. During his speech, he surprised the players with custom-made baseball bats, inscribed with the words:




SAINTS vs CARDINALS.


BRING THE WOOD


JANUARY 16TH 2010





Running back Reggie Bush was so pumped up he ran onto the field holding that bat, and the Saints went on to win the game, then the NFC Championship, then the Super Bowl.


In the closing days of the compressed leadership race in 2014, a friend from back home, Rick Legendre, reminded me of that moment and gave me what I thought was a great idea.


The night before the vote, I gathered everyone on my Whip team for a dinner, back where it all started, at Acadiana. I did it as a kind of rally before the vote and had Roger Williams, a congressman from Texas (but more important, the coach of the congressional baseball team), give a pep talk.


The event was mostly for fun, but there was a little strategy to it as well. Since the next day’s vote was a secret ballot, I wanted to bring everyone together, all in one place, so they could see each other, hear each other, feel how big the group really was. It was proof that it wasn’t just bluster, that we really had a chance.


As the dinner was wrapping up, before everyone left, I brought out my surprise—cherry red Marucci baseball bats for every single member of the team. I’d ordered a hundred of them, custom made by Marucci, the same Louisiana company that had made those for the New Orleans Saints; only this time, they were inscribed with a slightly different message:




SCALISE WHIP TEAM 2014


BRING THE WOOD





The place went wild. The bats were a hit! And I felt they were a way of proving that even if we were underdogs, we were a team. And we had style.
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The next morning, I was just about as anxious as I’ve ever been in my life. Jen and the kids had flown up for the vote. Maddie and Harrison stayed in my office while Jen went ahead to the committee room, where the vote would take place.


Speeches had to be made, votes cast, votes counted. It felt like forever, and as I sat there, Jen’s hand in mine, I tried to push from my mind the possibility, or even probability, that I wouldn’t make the runoff.


As my mind spiraled, Cathy McMorris Rodgers, the conference chair, took the podium to give the results.


“I’m proud to announce that our new Whip,” she began—our new Whip; that meant no runoff, that meant one of us managed to get enough votes in just one round—“is Steve Scalise.”


My eyes filled with tears. Before I even really registered what had happened I felt Jen’s hand squeezing mine, and when I looked at her, she had tears in her eyes too, and suddenly we were both crying, all the emotion and exhaustion of that whole crazy two-week sprint flooded from me. After that, it was a whirlwind. An impromptu acceptance speech, a press conference, all the while trying to slip away so I could find my kids. They were heading from my office toward me, and when I finally slipped away and ran down into the tunnels under the buildings, we saw each other, my kids and I, running toward each other from opposite directions, and we all went nuts. They couldn’t completely understand what all the fuss was about; they just saw how happy their father was, and that’s all they needed. They jumped up into my arms. We hugged, celebrated, and cried while a New Orleans TV crew caught us in all our giddiness and euphoria, immortalizing one of the happiest moments of my life.
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The next day, the sergeant at arms stopped by my office.


“Sir,” he said, “congratulations on your win. Now that you’re going to be Whip, we need to talk about your security detail.”


My what?


I hadn’t even thought of that.


In all the craziness of the previous days, I’d had no time to think about it. But of course. Because of this almost impossible series of events—an unprecedented political upset, an insanely fast campaign, an unexpected, underdog victory—I was now a member of leadership.


Being in leadership meant I’d be assigned armed officers of the Capitol Police Dignitary Protection Division, who would divide into teams and be with me all day, every day, wherever I went.


To be honest, it felt a little over the top.














6:20 AM


THE DIGNITARY PROTECTION DIVISION


About 20 feet from the entrance to the baseball field, on the first base side, Special Agent Crystal Griner and Special Agent David Bailey sat in a Suburban with the windows down, the radio on low, chatting and keeping an eye on the area, when a gunman walked up to what otherwise would have been a completely defenseless team of congressmen and senators.


Three years into my life with a security detail, I’d finally grown used to their near-constant presence. Back home all my old friends still ragged on me when I walked into a restaurant with a few extra men and women in suits. “Steve, what do you need Secret Service for?”


If you’re a member of the Capitol Police Dignitary Protection Division, it’s an occupational hazard that you get mistaken for Secret Service. Most of them don’t mind. Or at least, they pretend not to mind. Or at least they used to pretend not to mind, until the Secret Service got into some trouble a few years ago. Now Dignitary Protection Division agents politely point out the difference.


I’d grown close to the men and women in my detail. It was awkward and intrusive at first, but then eventually, they began to feel like family. They seemed to view me less as a target to protect and more as a friend, even family member, which is how I viewed them. They sought to keep me not just safe but also comfortable. They’re deliberate about trying not to crowd me, but they’re always nearby, always watching, monitoring the crowds, looking for exits, ready to act.


Jennifer and the kids have grown close to the detail, too, although the kids have always been a little uncomfortable with the idea that I need one. When I leave the house with them, my daughter asks my wife, “Remind me again why Daddy needs his detail?”


It’s hard to accept that your father might be a target, even in a completely hypothetical scenario we assure them would never happen. The agents try to make it easier on the kids, Dave and Crystal especially. They’re both gentle and extraordinarily kind. Both athletes—Dave was a football player in school, a defensive back, and Crystal played college basketball—they can look so focused that they seem unapproachable, but then you speak with them and realize how thoughtful and caring they are. Dave joined the Capitol Police because he wanted to protect people. Really, because he wanted to help people. You’d never guess from looking at him, a man in a well-tailored suit with a plastic earpiece and a pistol on his hip, but he was a teacher first. He might have been a teacher his whole life, but he wanted to buy his mother a house and couldn’t see a way of making that happen fast enough on his teacher’s salary. So he decided to help people another way. If you spent time around either Dave or Crystal, you’d almost worry they’re too nice to have what it takes if something goes down.


Almost.
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Over on the third base line, a shot rang out, and a bullet raced toward Trent Kelly’s head at a few thousand feet per second.


The round clipped a link in the fence, knocking it off its trajectory just enough that it went just wide of Kelly’s head, instead of right into it, as the sound echoed across the park.


Over in the Suburban, Dave and Crystal looked at each other.


Dave thought a car had backfired.


Out on the field, there was a moment of suspension.


It was still a beautiful day, still a bunch of guys having fun, still a baseball practice, just one with a loud noise.


Then the gunman aimed at me.


Dave and Crystal heard the second bang.


They looked at each other again. “Okay, that’s definitely a gunshot.”


Dave jumped out of the car. The echo was so loud he thought someone was shooting from behind him. He looked around, scanned his surroundings, trying to identify the source of the sound, but he was now looking in exactly the wrong direction.


After the gunman fired at me, he moved the barrel to the right and fired again, hitting Matt Mika, a lobbyist for Tyson’s Foods, in the chest. The bullet passed millimeters from Mika’s heart, which was now visible from the outside, through a sucking chest wound.


He shot Mika again, through his left arm, severing a nerve.


Mika was down.


The gunman panned to the outfield and shot at Zach Barth, a 24-year-old staffer who started running toward the outfield fence, but when he got there, he found no exit, no gate to open; he was trapped. With the gunman firing at him, Zach dove to the ground, but he felt bullets hitting the earth around him, getting closer, until he felt one hit him in the leg.


Another staffer ran toward Rand Paul, who was on the other side of the fence; Paul saw the staffer vault himself up and over a 20-foot section of fence in what seemed like a second or two. The two of them tried to find a tree to hide behind, but since no one knew where the gunman was, they didn’t know what they were hiding from.


Over by the Suburban, Dave heard the other shots, and now he knew he was looking in the wrong direction. He turned back toward the front of the car and saw everyone running away from the field. He knew they must be running away from the danger.


So he ran toward it.


He had only a vague idea where the gunfire was coming from, but he saw me take the last of my steps and collapse.


The sides closed in. Dave had tunnel vision. He wasn’t responding like he was trained to protect me; he was responding like he was created to protect me, like he was specially wired that way. He ran for me, but he’d taken only a few steps toward me when a bullet flashed in front of him. He could feel it; he felt like he could almost see it, a massive bullet moving at high velocity, passing millimeters from his face. It snapped him out of the zone, his field of vision widened again, and, for the first time, he saw the gunman.


Dave pulled out his gun and started firing.


He was standing in the open, out on the field, but he wasn’t thinking about the fact that he had no cover. He had no bulletproof vest on under his suit that day, and it wouldn’t have mattered; it wouldn’t have stopped a bullet that big moving that fast and, if anything, probably would have made it worse. A high-velocity bullet that size likely would have gone right through the vest, pulling Kevlar into his body.


Dave knew all that but pushed it from his mind. He wasn’t even really thinking about the man he was shooting at. All he was trying to do—his entire reason for existing at that moment—was to draw danger toward himself. He was trying to take the focus off me and my colleagues.


The gunman aimed at Dave and fired a shot right on target.


The bullet hit the iPhone clipped to Dave’s waist, which shattered, and probably saved him from a devastating wound like mine.


He didn’t even notice. He was totally focused on making his shots count. He only had one magazine with him, the one in his gun, and he knew he had to make it matter each time he pulled the trigger. He couldn’t go squeezing off rounds rapid-fire; he didn’t have enough ammo. And he’d registered that he was surrounded by civilians. He was aware, without having to look, of a coffee shop behind him, a YMCA in front of him, people he’d seen moments before walking dogs and taking kids to school all around him. He’d taken all of this in, registered it, processed it, and funneled it into awareness he could maintain without really thinking about it.


Even as he stood on the field, out in the open, with a gunman squeezing off high-velocity rounds rapid-fire from a high-capacity magazine at him, Dave forced himself to slow down.


Aim, breathe, fire. Aim, breathe, fire. Like it was just him on a quiet day at the range.


The gunman was, for the moment, pinned down, engaged with Dave in a firefight across the baseball diamond, and Dave knew that was good, the team was safe for the moment, but it was an unfair fight. Dave managed to get 10 shots off with his service pistol. The gunman fired a dozen from his high-powered semi-automatic rifle, then two dozen; within seconds he’d fired more than 30 rounds; then, in a flash, more than 60. Dave didn’t stand a chance against that kind of firepower, but as long as Dave and the gunman were shooting at each other, the players were safe. Dave had no problem being in danger, just as long as no one else was.


In the outfield, Zach Barth, still pressed to the ground trying to hide, saw his chance to make a run for it, with the gunman now occupied in a firefight across the diamond. He got up and made an adrenaline-fueled sprint for cover, ignoring the hole in his leg, charging toward the dugout where other members were huddled for cover, arriving with a literal leap into the arms of his boss, Coach Roger Williams.


Now it was a race against the clock. Most of us were trapped. The only hope for those crouching in the dugout was that somehow the gunman hadn’t noticed them there.


Then a shot rang out, and a bullet crashed into the dugout’s cinderblock wall.


If there’d been any doubt whether the gunman knew players were hiding in the dugout, there wasn’t anymore. He’d seen them. He’d fired at them. He’d get to them soon, and they’d have nowhere to go. The players there were unarmed, confined to a small space. They were sitting ducks. The gunman would be able to mow them all down, to kill a dozen congressmen in a matter of seconds, plus staffers and other volunteers. It’d easily be the worst political assassination in the country’s history. He just needed to get onto the field. He just needed to take a few steps toward them, just get a slightly better angle.


Dave wasn’t letting him do that. As long as Dave was standing out there firing from his pistol, the gunman was pinned down.


But Dave could feel his gun getting light.


He hadn’t been counting rounds, but he knew he had to be close to empty. He had to leave the field. He had no choice. He needed more ammo; he had no more on him, but there were a few extra magazines in the trunk of the SUV.


Dave took off running toward the Suburban.
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Back in the Suburban, Special Agent Griner couldn’t see the gunman.


When Dave ran out onto the field, Griner got on the radio to call for help, but there were two problems.


First, she was still on the driver’s side, where it seemed like the open door might provide some cover toward the field, but the gunman wasn’t on the field. He’d started moving closer to her, toward her blindside. Dave had forced him to change his plans. The gunman now knew that to get to the congressmen huddled in the dugout, he had to go through Dave and Crystal. So he’d set out to kill Dave and Crystal. And Crystal still didn’t know where he was.


As the gunman crept south on the other side of the field, along the fence that runs along the third baseline, moving toward home plate, toward the backstop, he’d soon have a clear, unobstructed shot at Crystal. She had the car door providing some cover, but only from the north. The threat was from the west. It was from her left flank, which was totally exposed.


The other problem was that the radio in the Suburban was tuned to Capitol Police dispatch, which was all the way on the southern side of the Capitol, seven miles away, across the river. There was no way they’d be able to get there anytime soon. The Capitol Police is able to coordinate directly with the Park Police, though, and the Park Police has Medevac helicopters.


By 7:09 AM, neighbors had started making 911 calls, which were routed to the Department of Emergency Communications, and then, from there, to the Alexandria Police Department. The first transmissions out to the officers on patrol were incongruously tame—“reports of a weapons violation.” Then the trickle of 911 calls became a flood. Calls began coming in so quickly that the lines jammed, callers couldn’t get through, and people started finding other ways to get help. One woman walked right up to a nearby fire station and simply rang the doorbell. Five squad cars were dispatched at first, but within minutes, the police department upgraded the call to “all available units report.” All over the city, officers turned on their lights and sirens, ambulance teams from two nearby fire stations mobilized, and an emergency response team from Reagan National Airport ran out to their vehicle and took off toward the baseball field.


The cavalry was coming.


But rush hour had started, traffic for many of the responders was bumper to bumper, and the only people on-site capable of shooting back were the two members of my security detail.


And they were running out of ammo.


Crystal still couldn’t see the gunman, but he was moving closer and closer to her, from her blind side. Dave had funneled the gunman away from us but toward his partner. As Dave ran back to the car, he saw what was about to happen. “CRYSTAL!” he screamed. “GET ON THE OTHER SIDE!”


But even as he tried to warn her, Crystal was already moving—she’d just seen some of the players dragging Matt Mika toward the parking lot. He had been next to me, near first base, when he was shot through the chest and the arm. Though Griner couldn’t see exactly what had happened to Mika, she sensed it was bad and wanted to get to him, to do whatever she could to help. Everything was happening at once. Crystal was trying to help a wounded player, Dave was running back to the Suburban, and as Crystal moved, she saw, for the first time, the gunman across the lot behind home plate.


She saw him emerge from the storage shed, aim the SKS at the Suburban, and fire.


Crystal knew instinctively what she needed to do. She didn’t even have to talk to Dave; the two of them were in sync. She stepped out from behind the vehicle, out into the open, drawing the threat to herself just as Dave had in the field a moment ago, giving her partner a moment of cover. One shot, two shots toward the storage shed. Three, four. She was outgunned, but for the moment, that was okay; she knew she just had to give Dave a few seconds.


With Crystal occupying the gunman, Dave ran to the trunk of the Suburban, yanked it open, grabbed the book bag from the back, and crouched against the vehicle, digging around for the two mag pouches he had stashed in the bag. He loaded one into the pistol grip, stood up, and rejoined the fight.


Bullets were flying everywhere now, going through windows of storefronts and vehicles, flying above the pool over at the YMCA, knocking over bicycles, and perforating the Suburban. Glass smashed, paneling crumpled, air hissed out of tires. Both sides had their cover. My security detail was firing from the Suburban. Dave was braced over the hood, and he could feel the bullets hitting the vehicle. The ones smashing the windshield were inches from his face; they felt like explosions he was impossibly close to, almost inside of.


The gunman disappeared for a few seconds, then reappeared, firing from the other side of the storage shed. Crystal and Dave both ran to the back of the car to try and return fire from there.


The gunman disappeared again, and reemerged where he’d been the first time.


Crystal and Dave ran to the front of vehicle, and bent over the engine block again.


Each time they switched positions, they had to run around Mika, who was lying by the back tire, bleeding. Crystal knew he was still alive; Dave thought he was dead, because he was covered in blood and wasn’t moving.




OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Prologue: The Whipper-In



		5:45 PM, Tuesday, June 13th: The Parks Department



		5:00 AM, Wednesday, June 14th



		5:30 AM: The Gunman



		Summer, 2014: The People of Virginia’s 7Th



		6:20 AM: The Dignitary Protection Division



		6:56 AM



		7:12 AM: The Police



		7:14 AM: Us Army Reserve Major Brad Robert Wenstrup



		7:17 AM



		7:23 AM: Alexandria Fire & Ems



		7:26 AM



		Spring, 2008: The Freshman



		7:30 AM: Jennifer Scalise



		7:52 AM: Trauma Bay 2



		8:20 AM: Jack Sava, M.D.



		Afternoon



		Thursday



		Friday



		Saturday



		June 20th, 2017



		July 4th, 2017



		The Gunman



		July 13th, 2017



		July 20th, 2017: The Chef



		August 10th, 2017



		August 25th, 2017



		September 28th, 2017: The People’s House



		June 14th, 2018: Epilogue



		Acknowledgments



		Discover More



		Photos



		About the Authors











Navigation





		Begin Reading



		Table of Contents











OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.png
CENTER
STREET »





OEBPS/images/9781546076117.jpg
BACKIN

§!

STEVE SCALISE

WITH JEFFREY E. STERN





OEBPS/images/Art_sborn.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
BACK IN THE

GAME

One Gunman, Countless Heroes,
and the Fight for My Life

Steve Scalise
with Jeffrey E. Stern

e
i I
CENTER

STREET.

New York Nashville





