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Introduction

There have been times in my life that I have had to hide. The reasons, as you will soon discover, were tragically beyond my control. At times, I was hiding from real, imminent danger. But for far longer—decades, that is—I have been hiding in plain sight somewhere else altogether, and it’s not been from danger.

Shame has been my hiding place.

The story you are about to read is one I would really rather you never hear, or at least, the part of me that still longs to live in the shadows doesn’t want you to hear it. But I am writing it anyway because I know it needs to be told. There are too many others out there hiding in the shadows of danger or in the shadows of shame—or both. I am writing for them, even if it means writing about my worst moments in life.

But even more than them, I am writing for the One who has never lost sight of me, even in the darkest corners of my story. One step at a time and in varying degrees, He has brought me out of shame and into sonship. My redemption has been a slow-moving fog of grace—the beautiful kind of fog you see hanging low and dense over serene mountain streams like the ones winding through the woods around my home in Winchester, Virginia.

But my story is anything but serene. There are valid reasons for my shame, so much so that when I penned the first draft of this book, the editors commented that I wrote too much about the shame I have felt over the years. They didn’t mean that it is inconsequential, but that at some point, saying it over and over again might detract from the flow of the story. So while I will mention it again in places, I am trying to take their advice and just tell you up front that, for over thirty-five years, I have experienced intense, gut-wrenching shame over the actions of my youth. So when you’re reading my story and the realization of who is writing this book hits you again, just know that I get it. I don’t feel entitled, and I do feel completely unworthy.

I don’t want myself or anyone else to benefit from this story simply because it is interesting and will hit some of the “hot buttons” of our modern culture. I actually started writing my thoughts down over seven years ago. I was even approached by someone about a movie deal, but I turned it down because something just didn’t feel right. I want this story told the right way and for the right reasons—and I will explain what I think those reasons are in the pages to come.

I know what it feels like to hide. Maybe you do too. This book is yet another step I’m taking out of the shadows, and my deepest hope is that it may brighten the shadows for someone else who thinks no one can see them. Take it from one of the dark ones: it’s not true.

There is light, no matter who you are, where you’ve been, or what you’ve done … let my dark story show you what I mean.






CHAPTER 1 Light Unexpected


Once a shooter walked alone through the front doors of a normal, unsuspecting high school in Burke, Virginia. He was young. Troubled. Tormented. Drowning in a cavernous darkness so deep that light itself seemed to have ceased to exist. It is an all-too-familiar story these days. After all, once a shooter enters a school or another public space, nothing but darkness follows.

Or does it?

RELENTLESS


Stage lights can be blinding. Oddly enough, I should know. I’ve seen a lot of them. I say, “oddly enough” because it is truly odd that a guy like me—or more specifically, the guy who is me—would ever find himself experiencing any sort of spotlight, stage light, or quite frankly, the light of day.

Nevertheless, I’ve seen some crazy light.

I’ve sat on movie and television sets under bright lights, talking about my life, my horrible choices, and the completely unimaginable story that followed. CBS. CityGate Films. I Am Second. And many more. I’ve also sat under the gently swaying light of a restaurant booth across from a reporter from The Washington Post, reluctantly telling him the details of a story that, quite honestly, people unsuccessfully tried to get me to talk about for over three decades.

Maybe that is why I have changed my name five times—trying to avoid this light.

But now, somehow, you are reading my words, perhaps by the florescent light of some airport terminal or the soft light of your bedside lamp. This particular fact—this light that is bringing us together now in the pages of this book—is nothing less than shocking.

In many ways, it seems as if this light has been chasing me my whole life, and there were plenty of times that I ran from it—hard. Even so, it has always remained hot on my trail, trying to catch me—longing not just to expose me, but also to do something mysteriously more.

There was a time when the light became so bright that it illuminated downtown streets in metro areas like Washington, DC, and New York City to reveal a completely unknown young man (because he was actually concealing his identity at the time) who had spent his short life up to that point immersed in the blackest of darkness. Yet he had become an actor in an internationally acclaimed live rendition of the Passion, performing before millions of people from all across the world. Celebrities and cynics. Presidents and paupers. Leaders and losers.

And at the very center of this diverse group of onlookers, the character this unknown actor was portraying happened to be Jesus Christ himself—played by the biggest loser of all. Even with so much bright light all around, no one knew who he was—who I was. In fact, for over thirty-seven years, no one other than my wife and close family has ever really known exactly who I am. As you hear the details of my story, you’ll probably understand why. However, I doubt that you will be able to logically comprehend how this light has pursued me, even into the darkest of corners.

As I reveal pieces of this story, you may not like what you hear—and I don’t mean just the difficult parts of the story—that is, the darkness. Yes, those are indeed dark and disturbing, so much so that I still often cringe when I tell them. I am not proud of them—not in the least. I do not share them for the sake of notoriety, financial gain, or fame. In fact, I wish they had never happened and that my name was not attached to this book. But I also wish that there weren’t so many other stories just like this one emerging seemingly every other week in the news. In this sense, the dark parts of my story may be somehow tragically familiar to you.

Yet even though the darkness may be difficult, it may actually be the light that you won’t want to see. Why? Because I’m not going to hold back on exactly what has happened to me. It won’t be pretty, and it might not fit neatly into a culturally or politically correct box. There won’t be neat bows or rounded edges. I have no excuse for what I chose to do, but there is a backstory—especially my childhood—that leads up to my worst moment—a story that may take you aback.

Furthermore, you may not agree with, much less believe, other aspects of the story I’m going to tell you, which is your choice. You may be tempted to roll your eyes at various parts, especially when my story crosses into the supernatural, which it sometimes does. We have a tendency to do that these days—roll our eyes at the supernatural, even as the darkest elements of evil go on killing rampages all around us that mirror the very supernatural elements by which we love to be scared in horror movies, books, or video games.

We call those things “fake.” “Mere entertainment.” Not “the real world.” But then we turn on the news and see the exact same things actually happening in the real world—and still most of us reject the role of any sort of supernatural elements in these disasters. The tragic reality is that most of the people at the helm of these disastrous events do not live to tell about it—and if they do, they are dismissed outright for the madmen they obviously are.

But what if one of these madmen came back from the brink, regaining his right mind?

You see, I was dead, but I lived to tell about it. Hear me: I was dead and buried. A Coward. A Failure. A young man with pain piling upon pain. A time bomb just waiting to detonate, set off by the smallest of occurrences in my pathetic life. I was the most dangerous kind of madman, hiding in plain sight within the Trojan horse of a high school.

And yet I lived to tell about it. Perhaps you will conclude that I have no right to tell about it, much less to live. I actually couldn’t agree more. I don’t deserve to live or to tell this story. I actually tried to accept—even create—both of these realities by attempting to end my own life, and when that didn’t pan out, to try to hide my story.

But the light has proven surprisingly more relentless than the darkness.

Perhaps you see the images of today’s disturbed gunmen, either recently taken out by the bullets of a SWAT team or being led away in shackles on television, and think to yourself, What is wrong with people these days! These crazed maniacs!

In essence, we see such people and conclude that they are beyond the reach of reason, much less redemption. Once a shooter, always a shooter. I would wholeheartedly agree with this assessment if it were not for the shocking fact that I myself have somehow become the very living proof that this is not always true. I was a dead man walking in a darkness that will be shocking for you to behold, but this persistent, mysterious light refused to concede to my shadows or to accept my fate of death as the final word in my story.

This is my story. You see, I was once a shooter.

DARK WHISPERS


I was merely eighteen years old. Though I couldn’t see it at the time, my life was really just getting started. But from my twisted vantage point of pain, shame, and rage, I had reached the point where I believed that suicide was my only way out. I was imploding, ready to end it all.

It was about 2 a.m. on November 10, 1982, and I was alone in my bedroom, engulfed in total darkness. The night sky outside my window was obviously dark, but it was nothing compared to the darkness of the mind and soul within me. It’s easy to simply refer to the metaphorical “darkness” and miss its real punch, so it might be more helpful to use the word “pain.”

A deep, tormenting pain had gripped my total being, the culmination of years of emotional disintegration. Later, I will share in greater detail about the journey that had led me to this shadowy moment, but for now, it suffices to say that my lingering state of being had led me into this pitch-black night of the soul. And yet strangely, I felt a sense of evil serenity. I had become like a zombie: I was breathing, yet I was already dead on the inside. This inner death cried out for symmetry … for the rest of me to follow suit. It was time to die and be done with it all. Truthfully, I could not see any other way out.

The pain was just too great to bear—building up inside me for as long as I could remember.

I began carefully loading high-powered .22-250 shells into the rifle I had received for my sixteenth birthday. I put them in one by one, feeling the power and potential of each round as it made a metallic clack after insertion. Once it was completely loaded, I disengaged the safety. Then, awkwardly finagling the firearm to do something it was not designed to do, I was finally able to place the end of the barrel in my mouth. This was it—the end was finally here. My hands were shaking, and I waited for what was to follow.

But instead of the deafening blast of a single shot from a fully loaded rifle, I suddenly heard a different sound. It startled me because I was completely alone, in every sense of the word. Where was it coming from? The best I can say is that it came from the darkness itself.

“You want real peace?” the voice whispered loudly.

Obviously, since my death was already about to happen, the voice had an additional, more sinister purpose in speaking out of the darkness to interrupt my impending suicide.

“If you do this my way,” the voice continued, “I’ll give you real peace. We’ll show them.”

All at once, the directive became clear—if I would go and kill others first and then kill myself afterward, I’d finally be at rest. I know this sounds absolutely insane, mainly because it is. Even so, in my dark world of a cowardly self-pity and loneliness, my mind was being filled with evil. My ultimate goal—and indeed the voice’s ultimate goal for me as well—was my own death. But in the process of destroying my own life, I would now also become the vehicle of a great and destructive deception—the lie I had bought that said killing others would make killing myself make even more sense. In that dark moment, I gave in to the whims of this darker voice. I made the choice to allow it to control my mind, my body, and my soul. After all, what did it matter?

I was already dead anyway.

After a sleepless night of endless agony and personal torment, being on time for school the next morning was of little importance. Besides, I needed to wait long enough to let everyone get inside the building and settled into their routine. So I spent the morning packing additional rounds of ammunition into the many pockets of a long winter coat. Darkness now covered me both inside and out.

Approximately eight hours had transpired since my nightmarish decision the night before, but I remained just as stiffly resolute, hell-bent on wreaking havoc on as many people as possible, including myself. At 10:17 a.m. on the morning of November 10, I walked into Lake Braddock Secondary High School in Burke, Virginia, wearing my long winter coat, which concealed my loaded rifle and extra ammo.

When I was about two feet inside the front doors that had securely shut behind me, I opened fire into the main hallway of the school.

HOSTAGE


We’ve all seen it on the news: the unthinkable becomes reality in one of the very locations that should be most safe and secure … until it’s not. I wonder how many times someone watching just such a scene unfold on television has turned to the person next to them and said something like, “What in the world can be going through that crazy person’s head that could cause them to do such a thing?”

It’s a valid question. And while I can’t speak for every school shooter—it’s not like we know each other—I do have a tragically unique perspective on what goes through someone’s mind in the moment they are wreaking such devastation.

My mind was not on any sort of logical plane. In other words, I wasn’t questioning. I wasn’t second-guessing. I wasn’t worried about how it would all end. No, I was just shooting … from the hip. I could fire nine rounds with my bolt-action rifle before needing to reload.

The whole environment around me was instantly and completely overwhelmed by my presence—and this only emboldened me all the more. Finally, I was in control. The smell of smoke and gunpowder seeped into the fibers of clothes—and seemingly into the fibers of my being. The deafening gunshots made most every other sound disappear—except, that is, the incessant ringing in my ears and the distant screams of women and children. They were screaming and running for their lives. But all I could think was …

Control. Power. Kill.

I walked down the hallway, approaching a row of windows to my left. I was in a frenzy that dominated every other part of my mind, so I took the butt of my gun and began smashing them out. I had no thought or plan, just rage. The rooms on the other side of the windows were filled with faculty and staff. As I busted the windows, they screamed in horror—and with each scream, I fed upon their growing terror.

I was so completely absorbed with the mission of fulfilling my rampage of death and destruction that I did not realize I had sustained a self-inflicted injury—a deep cut on my right hand from the flying, jagged glass of the office wall. Blood was literally pouring from my right hand, but I felt no pain. I was being moved by a force unlike anything I had ever known in my life, being driven to a single end goal: death for myself and for others.

Hundreds of high school students continued to scream and scramble for their lives throughout the hallways. I could see and hear many of them as they scurried for safety.

I broke through the doors of the office where I had smashed the windows and continued shooting. For some unknown reason, I always shot above their heads and never straight into the crowd. As is true of most old school buildings, there were concrete walls and ceilings behind the ceiling tiles. Perhaps I was in a nonsensical trance or perhaps there were other forces at work, but to this day, I do not know how one of the many rounds I recklessly fired into those rooms did not ricochet and injure or kill one of those teachers or students.

After all, I emptied and reloaded my rifle several times.

In my state of rage, I did not realize that the room I had entered was an office area—the only room in the building completely concealed from the outside. It had full concrete ceilings and walls, so there was no way in or out, other than using C4 explosives to blast one’s way in. I also didn’t realize that in the adjoining room in the back of this area, a woman was hiding in fear for her life. Throughout all that was to come, I never saw her. At gunpoint, I ordered the rest of the teachers to gather on one side of the room.

I had officially taken hostages.

Nine innocent people’s lives were now in my powerful, bleeding hands. I had no intent to use them for any survival advantage. I was still completely bent on killing them all and then killing myself.

Then the office phone rang.

It was the SWAT negotiator, a man named Don Grant. His voice on the other end of that phone meant nothing to me at the time, but in the years to come, this opinion would change.

Don asked me about my demands, but I really didn’t have any coherent requests, so I just began to spew whatever came to my deranged mind. I said things like, “If you don’t give me what I want, then bodies will start lining up down this hallway!” But I never actually told him anything that I really wanted, other than speaking to a few people who included an ex-girlfriend … besides, he couldn’t have given me the peace the voice in the darkness had promised me. I hung up the phone.

Soon I could hear the sound of helicopters outside, along with sirens announcing the arrival of many police and emergency vehicles. (The Washington Post would later give the number as “eight score.”) The press also arrived en masse. The other 4,300 people in the building, mostly students, were still in their classrooms and could not leave because no one was completely certain exactly where I was. Their nightmare continued.

At first, I did not converse with the hostages at all. Even so, I still carried on conversations that lasted for many hours—actually, for almost two days. The people in that room were my hostages, but I was being tormented by my own captors.

By midnight, the singular voice had become multiple voices—and they were constantly telling me which hostage to kill first, and so forth and so on. They kept screaming at me that we had a deal and that I was breaking it. The voices became louder and stronger, no matter how much I tried to mollify them.

Death for me was still a foregone conclusion, but somewhere in the melee, I found myself actually trying to pull back from killing the hostages. I began arguing with the voices, demanding to be released from the deal I had made with them to kill these innocent people. But the voices raged back against me violently. I screamed at them, and they at me.

The hostages looked at me like I was a lunatic—and I was. I had lost control and now literally felt possessed by these voices. Even so, there was no excuse for the cowardly acts I was committing because I had chosen this path. I had let these voices in.

THE BLINDING LIGHT


I deserved death—that much I knew.

All the while, the phone kept incessantly ringing and ringing, so I finally ripped the cord out of the wall in frustration. What I didn’t realize was that the negotiator on the other end was my only lifeline—the one who could keep the order to kill me on sight from being given. I left him no choice.

I was raging, screaming obscenities at God, at the voices, and at myself. The voices screamed, “Kill! Kill! Kill!” over and over again as I tried to resist them. This back-and-forth lasted all night.

By the second day, November 11, I could no longer take it. In desperation, I got down on my knees in front of the hostages, loaded another shell into my rifle, placed the butt of the gun on the floor, and positioned the barrel in my mouth for the second time in two days. With the safety off, I put my thumb on the trigger and began to apply pressure so that I could finally end the tortuous onslaught of the voices … and my own life.

The hostages began to scream and cry. Honestly, they screamed and cried more when I put the gun in my own mouth than when I had pointed it at them. They had a compassionate concern for me, their captor, that I didn’t understand. But as I put a bit more pressure on the trigger, a young woman, the school secretary, fell to her knees and began weeping uncontrollably. She rocked back and forth with her hands over her face crying, begging, and praying, “No, no, no … don’t do this! You’re just a confused kid! You don’t know what you’re doing!”

When she did this, I involuntarily pulled the gun out of my mouth and jerked toward her … almost as if someone had thrown holy water on me during some sort of exorcism. My eyes and face were drenched in tears, so I had significant trouble seeing her clearly, but still I gazed in her direction with the most evil of stares. As she was rocking back and forth, something near her created a reflection that glared—no, pierced—straight into my right eye. It penetrated the darkness of my soul like a spear. The light was reflecting off a gold cross on her necklace, slowly swaying beneath her as she continued to cry on her knees.

In this moment, I felt something that no person expects to feel just before they take their own life—peace. Deep, illogical peace. But something in me had to fiercely resist it, so I fell into another rage. I screamed at the woman, “You! Get out of here!” I knew I couldn’t control myself and that I would kill her if she didn’t leave because of that cross around her neck. It felt as if I was on fire on the inside … burning as I was confronted by the cross. Some of the hostages were now crying even louder because of my latest escalation.

Then, something miraculous happened. I saw something. It was the sleeve of a white robe with a hand. It bore no scars, and I could not see whose it was, but the hand was right next to me. It never touched me. It just waited … for me. It’s hard to describe, but when I saw that hand, my soul became aware that I was standing before Grace personified, something a person like me should not encounter. Every voice I had been battling had suddenly hushed. The hand still waited …

Finally, reluctantly, I found myself reaching out to touch it.






CHAPTER 2 The Beginnings of “From There to Here”


My past is something I’ve been running from my entire adult life. Only in recent years have I felt the not-so-subtle nudge to come out of the shadows and share my story. And though I have much to share (and honestly, much to lose), the very act of talking with people about my history reveals certain patterns. There are certain things most people really seem to want to know.

One of the most common things I hear is, “How did you get from that moment to this one?” I get it. The scene I just described to you is one of sheer horror—a waking nightmare, above all for the poor victims of my heinous actions. In fact, one of the main reasons I’m writing this book is to acknowledge my inexcusable fault in the whole story. While I am eternally grateful that, inexplicably, no bullets found their way to any of the people in Lake Braddock High School that day, this doesn’t mean I didn’t inflict a lot of wounds.

Because I did.

Obviously, “sorry” doesn’t exactly cut it when you’ve put innocent people and their loved ones in harm’s way … in the worst way. Over the years that have followed that particular day—the day that has defined so much of my life—I have had the opportunity to meet some of the people who were in the school that day and their families. For the most part, they have graciously allowed me to express my deepest sorrow. Some of them have even forgiven me; others, understandably, have not.

But the fact remains that very few people are not at least a little curious about the path that led me from that moment with a gun in my mouth to this one. How does a person see such a drastic change, especially after having sunk so low that there was seemingly no pathway back to the surface? I mean, shooting up a high school is simply something you never come back from. Trust me, those were my exact thoughts as well.

What was done was done, which meant that I was done too … or so I thought.

I often think back to an ancient story that is famous mostly because a bunch of pigs collectively careened over a cliff to their deaths. It is a strange story, but for me, the pigs are not the most compelling part—not in the least. The story begins when Jesus gets off a boat on the shores of a town called Gerasen, only to be met by a man who was severely entrenched in his own level of darkness—as deep as it gets. I can relate.

Scripture reveals that,


For a long time he had worn no clothes, and he had not lived in a house but among the tombs. When he saw Jesus, he cried out and fell down before him and said with a loud voice, “What have you to do with me, Jesus, Son of the Most High God? I beg you, do not torment me.” For he had commanded the unclean spirit to come out of the man. (For many a time it had seized him. He was kept under guard and bound with chains and shackles, but he would break the bonds and be driven by the demon into the desert.) (Luke 8:27–29 ESV)



This guy called the tombstones his home—a place where he had lived, naked, for years on end—that is, when he wasn’t out roaming around naked and aimless in the desert instead. The townspeople were obviously afraid of him, and rightfully so. He was a danger to all of them. They had often tried to take him into custody to protect themselves and their families, but just when they thought they had him completely restrained, he would snap their chains like threads.

To make a long story short, an unlikely hand reached out to him as well. The evil spirits left him and took residence in a herd of pigs—and the rest, as they say, is history of the strangest sort. But again, to me the most compelling part of the story is the description of the man after the whole crazy event has gone down.

The townspeople—who all knew their criminally disturbed, cemetery-dwelling, naked neighbor quite well—came out to see what all the commotion was about. What they found at the edge of the shore was more shocking than the dead pigs. This frightful man who had terrorized them was now “… sitting at the feet of Jesus, clothed and in his right mind …” (Luke 8:34 ESV).

Talk about a farfetched before-and-after image. From naked and in a state of madness to clothed and in his right mind. No longer being driven, darting in and out of deserts and tombs, but sitting quietly. Can this really happen to someone?

THE BEAUTY AND COMPLEXITY OF LIGHT


I say all this to prepare you for what happens next in my story, if you’re still reading it after my telling of the mysterious hand appearing in the middle of my suicidal moment. I get it. There is little doubt that someone in my state of mind easily could have experienced hallucinations. Trust me, in many ways, it would be easier to just leave the “hand part” out of my narrative altogether. Certain reporters and other media outlets that have told my story have sometimes done just that. They say it’s just a little “too kooky” for their audiences. It doesn’t offend me; they have to consider the people to whom they write and broadcast. (It’s even a little difficult to bring up with the Christian audiences I often speak to these days. There were no scars on the hand—so did it belong to Jesus, or an angel? I still don’t know.)

But if you really want to know how someone like me gets from that point to this one, the hand is a critical detail. It was something that I didn’t choose and honestly, something I wouldn’t choose because, after all, it would be a lot easier to tell this crazy story without something quite so … well, crazy. But if conveniently leaving out the most easily dismissible detail also happens to omit the truest answer to the critical question regarding why I didn’t die (and perhaps why many others didn’t die as well) in that school office, then what’s the point of not dying there in the first place?

So why didn’t I die? Again, it all begins with the hand.

When my fingers finally touched the mysterious hand in front of me, everything instantly changed. It was as if one light switch—the one connected to deep, innermost destructive torment—was turned off, and another light switch—one bringing a sense of calm in a way I had never imagined even existed—was flipped on.

Boom.

Everything in that moment drastically changed. As the rest of my story will repeatedly reveal, this one moment didn’t make me perfect, leave me without doubts, or purge me from major faults. I would go on to make many more mistakes in life, even lose my way at times. But in terms of my mental and emotional state—that is, the unseen, internal cage that was ensnaring me with violence, hopelessness, and torment—I was set free the moment I touched that hand.

My emotional rage completely subsided. There had been within me a furious storm, complete with hundred-foot waves, that suddenly transformed into a smooth sea of pristine glass. Violence gave way to calm, and darkness gave way to a new light I had never before experienced.

Now to be clear, I had absolutely no clue whose hand I had just touched. There was no voice. No name spoken out of thin air. No identity revealed. And quite honestly, no explanation regarding the strange encounter I had just lived through. I did not suddenly have all the answers; in fact, I suddenly had more of the questions. What in the world am I doing here? Why have I been wishing death and destruction upon all these people? How could something so nefarious seem so right?

It was as if I had suddenly come awake in the middle of a nightmare with a clearness that one simply cannot experience when trapped in the dreamy illusions of sleep. A light had inexplicably found me and began to brighten all the dark corners of reality around me. To my surprise, my initial emotional reaction was one of intense relief—the voices were gone. It was as if my mind suddenly had room to breathe, if that makes sense. This relief also produced in me a profound sense of gratitude, even though I didn’t know whom to thank. My heart felt like it was actually beating again.

As clarity kept flooding in, the relief I was feeling also gave me room to feel the weight of the situation. I looked over at the hostages and suddenly I could again comprehend that they were just innocent people. I envisioned their families, who were worried sick about them. I saw their parents. Their children. Their futures.

I couldn’t see the absolute mayhem that was occurring outside the school, but as any modern Google image search of the event will reveal, it was total chaos. At one point, terrified kids and teachers were running away from the building as fast as they could. Law enforcement officers met them and attempted to wrangle them to safety. Some events make “ripples.” I had started a national tsunami.

What had I done?

In certain movies, there are scenes when all the lights go out and all you can hear is the sound of confused voices trying to find their way in the dark. It is a cinematic technique that allows the potential for whole stories to change in ways that surprise both the characters and the audience, especially when the lights come back on and a new villain, a new hero, or an unexpected variable has entered the room directly next to the characters. As soon as they see what has changed while they were in the dark, they are forced to react to the new context. It can be funny. It can be scary. Regardless, it changes everything.

When the “lights” came on for me, I could suddenly see the true situation in which I was standing. I was awakened to the very sober reality of the nightmare I had created. The light was incredible, but it also illuminated a lot of scary things. I stood there feeling like a completely different person but still wielding the same loaded gun I had carried under my coat into the school the day before. I was faced with the grave realization of who I now was: a school shooter who had taken nine hostages into captivity.

Such clarity of mind—the clarity I had wanted more than anything—also made it abundantly clear that this wasn’t going to end well for me.

Again, earlier, I had cut off all communication with the Don Grant, the SWAT negotiator, but thankfully, I had been able to plug the phone back into the wall and reestablish contact. Don became my lifeline. While I know that his job was to calm me down and help manage all my heightened emotions, years later, something would become apparent that I had suspected from the beginning: Don’s kindness to me was more than just doing his job.

I had moved from a state of unbridled rage to a state of extreme anxiety. Don’s voice did something to help calm this part of me, at least enough to make a few better decisions before the end. It deeply impacted me that in the middle of such an inhumane situation—one I had created—another human was actually talking to me like I was also a human. To everyone else on the outside, I was a monster—and rightly so. I knew what Don was doing, but even so, I found a strange sense of comfort in his voice.

I will never forget something he told me that day over the phone. He said that if I were to get out of this alive and serve my time, then one day, we would go and have a beer together. I know that may not sound like much to most people, but his ability to create an image in my mind of a moment in the future that was actually positive—or even normal—was a fascination to me. The thought that I would ever be able to sit down in a restaurant across the table from a friend was a wonderful fantasy that I temporarily enjoyed indulging, but the truth was, I knew it was a pipe dream.

In my mind, there was no scenario that didn’t include me leaving Lake Braddock High School in a body bag … but the thing was, I no longer wanted anyone else to leave the school that way.

I know it may be hard to believe, but I had become so struck with empathy for my captives that their wellbeing became much more important to me than my own. I do not say this to in any way paint myself as a hero or even as a sympathetic character in this story. No, I was a villain’s villain. I only mean that something in my mind had seriously shifted from a desire to destroy innocent people to a desire to make sure no one was destroyed except the one who was so far from innocence: myself.

I wrestled with the fact that my hostages were innocent people who could still get hurt because it was very possible that this entire situation would escalate into scenarios that were out of my control. I deserved to be killed because of the cowardly choices I had made, but I had placed these people in a dangerous situation they did not deserve.

So Don and I began discussing a strategy in which I traded hostages for food and drinks. Two-by-two, I began releasing them to freedom, knowing that each exit was like a countdown to the ending I deserved. To me, there was a firing squad of twelve SWAT officers from the Fairfax County Police Department just waiting to engage me the moment I stepped one inch outside my little concrete fortress. They were armed with M16 assault rifles, which could shoot between seven hundred and 950 rounds per minute.

It would only take a round or two to do me in.

To be clear, I fully realized that although something—or someone—had given me the miraculous gift of some inner light, I was still about to experience physical death. Oddly enough, I was okay with it all. I deserved death and even longed for it, just no longer from the place of mental torment that had brought me to this destructive brink in the first place. Before, I had felt that death was the only way out of my torment … now, death felt like the only way to atone for my wrongs.

I found myself in a completely different kind of standoff, but no one on the outside knew about it. And even if they did, who would believe it? After all, once a shooter starts down the path I was on, there is no turning back, right? I had long since passed the point of no return.

Death meant something different to me now. I had wanted to die two nights before just to silence the voices of crippling despair within, but now, I actually felt the peace I had been seeking to find in death—and somehow it allowed me to be okay with dying. I knew that even in death, everything would be okay.

So for the next seven hours, as this impossible situation began to play out to its rightful end, I prepared for my rightful ending as well. I had walked alone through the front doors of a normal, unsuspecting high school in Burke, Virginia. And now, as I was about to leave that same school in a body bag that I deserved, there was a good chance no one would ever know that though I was once a shooter, in my now-peaceful heart, I was a shooter no more.

TRUST


At that point in my life, I did not trust the police—not in the least. Having spent most of my turbulent childhood in one of their homes, I had many of my own reasons for this distrust. So after I began negotiating the release of hostages for food and drinks, I remember feeling a sense of anxiety that one of the cops might accidentally shoot one of the innocent hostages, thinking they were me. This is just where my mind was at in that moment of my life.

As I began releasing them two at a time, I instructed the hostages to put their hands in the air so the police would immediately see they were unarmed and not the gunman. I knew that I was the target, not them, but at this point, there had somehow been no bloodshed—and I wanted it to stay that way until the end finally came for me. I calmly assured each of the remaining hostages that they would be fine—it must have been a strange thing to hear from a school shooter.

I released hostages every hour or so until finally, only one remained with me in the room: a teacher. I had already seen a mysterious hand that kept me from killing myself; I had no idea that I was about to experience yet another other-worldly display of compassion for someone who couldn’t deserve it any less. We both seemed to know what I was really thinking: that she was the last person I would ever be around before the cops took me out for good.
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