
        
            [image: Cover Page Image]

        

    
        
            Thank you for downloading this Scribner eBook.

            

            Sign up for our newsletter and receive special offers, access to bonus content, and info on the latest new releases and other great eBooks from Scribner and Simon & Schuster.

        

        
            CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP


        

        
            or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com

        

    
		
			Also by Gabrielle Giffords and Mark Kelly:

			Gabby: A Story of Courage and Hope

		

	
		
			
				[image: Cover Page Image]

			

		

	
		
			In memory of

			Charlotte Bacon 

			Daniel Barden 

			Rachel D’Avino 

			Olivia Engel 

			Josephine Gay 

			Dawn Hochsprung 

			Dylan Hockley 

			Madeleine Hsu 

			Catherine Hubbard 

			Chase Kowalski 

			Jesse Lewis 

			Ana Márquez-Greene 

			James Mattioli 

			Grace McDonnell 

			Anne Marie Murphy 

			Emilie Parker 

			Jack Pinto 

			Noah Pozner 

			Caroline Previdi 

			Jessica Rekos 

			Avielle Richman 

			Lauren Rousseau 

			Mary Sherlach 

			Victoria Soto 

			Benjamin Wheeler 

			Allison Wyatt 

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION 

			We are a reasonable people, we Americans.

			We share common goals: life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. Those words have knit us together since 1776. They spelled out who we were then. They are just as uplifting and foundational today.

			Our diversity has made us a bigger-hearted people. Regardless of our religion or skin color or political allegiances, we are all Americans, and we come together to root for our favorite sports teams and watch fireworks on July 4. We vote and we pay taxes, and we send our kids to school every morning with the expectation that they’ll return to us that night safe, happy, and maybe a little smarter. 

			We have remained intact, weathering the inevitable disagreements of a strong democracy, for over two hundred years, through wars and peacetime, recessions and prosperity, struggles over civil rights and equality.

			But Gabby and I fear the country has veered off course when it comes to one important issue: how we relate to guns. A basic freedom that both Gabby and I wholeheartedly embrace, the right to bear arms, has become radicalized. 

			When guns get in the hands of the wrong people, as has happened all too often in recent years, they can transform even the safest places—a movie theater, a place of worship, a school, a shopping center—into combat zones. More and more over the past decades, guns have not only been used to keep the peace, but to rob us of our peace.

			Gabby and I came face-to-face with the most horrific aspects of America’s gun-violence problem on the morning of January 8, 2011. As Gabby was meeting with constituents in a Tucson shopping center, a young man wielding a semiautomatic handgun shot her in the head at close range. In fewer than fifteen seconds, he murdered six people, including Arizona’s chief federal judge and a nine-year-old girl, and wounded sixteen others.

			***

			For the next two years, the most basic life-or-death questions consumed our family: Would Gabby survive the bullet through her brain? Would she walk again? Smile that smile that won my heart? Speak? Hug her friends? 

			Miraculously—but with great difficulty and much painful work—Gabby has prevailed over the injury to her brain. We have shared joy and frustration, wins and losses along the way. Doctors, friends, family, and Americans everywhere helped us through the hardest moments, and they remain essential to my wife’s continued well-being.

			All along the way, Gabby’s ongoing recovery has compelled us to ask larger questions that confront us as a nation, and time and time again we returned to the subject of guns.

			What can we do to protect innocent Americans from the mass shootings that have become so commonplace in the years before and after Gabby was shot in Tucson? These tragedies are forever imprinted in our national consciousness: Virginia Tech, Aurora, Newtown, the Washington Navy Yard, Fort Hood—and these are only recent examples. 

			Mass shootings, however, mask the toll of everyday gun violence that is horrifying in its banal frequency. More than thirty-one thousand Americans died by gunfire in 2010, over a third of these homicides. Add nonfatal wounds, and you have a national nightmare—one that makes our country stand out in the worst ways. The US rate of firearm homicide for children ages five to fourteen is thirteen times higher than in any other developed nation. Our gun-murder rate is about fifteen to twenty times the average of countries like France, Italy, Japan, and the United Kingdom.

			Why does this keep happening? Why are we just sitting back and watching while more and more innocent Americans lose their lives to gun violence?

			Gabby and I started to wonder if perhaps reasonable people—the overwhelming majority of us, after all—might be able to band together to make our country less dangerous. We began to ask ourselves: What can we do to keep guns out of the hands of people who cannot be trusted with firearms? How can we preserve the rights of law-abiding citizens to own guns for hunting and self-protection while keeping them away from criminals and the dangerously mentally ill? 

			How can we give law enforcement the tools it needs to stop guns from being traded illegally by unscrupulous dealers? To bring criminals to justice by tracing guns used in crimes, and to make it harder for known stalkers and domestic abusers to acquire guns?

			***

			After Tucson and the shootings that have followed, Gabby and I have returned to these questions again and again. She and I had dedicated our lives to public service, out of love and duty. Our work is not yet done.

			Gabby entered politics in 2000 when she was elected to the Arizona House of Representatives. Then, at just thirty-two, she became the youngest woman elected to the Arizona Senate. The voters of Tucson and Arizona’s Eighth Congressional District elected her to Congress in 2006. They reelected her in 2008 and 2010. As Congress convened on January 6, 2011, Gabby read the First Amendment of the Constitution on the House floor. Two days later, she was shot in the head.

			I joined the United States Navy and started flight school in 1986 in Pensacola. I qualified as a sharpshooter while at the US Merchant Marine Academy and later as an expert marksman in the Navy. I flew thirty-nine combat missions over Iraq and Kuwait in the first Gulf War. I went on to become a test pilot and then an astronaut, piloted two space shuttle missions and commanded two more, and spent more than fifty days in space. 

			After the Tucson shooting, Gabby and I kept discussing different paths of public service we might pursue. No matter where the conversation started, we found that we inevitably returned to the same subject: gun violence. 

			***

			Now, Gabby and I had never had any quarrel with the Second Amendment: “A well-regulated militia, being necessary to the security of a free state, the right of the people to keep and bear arms, shall not be infringed.”

			My wife and I have always believed deeply in that principle, and we see no need to infringe on that right. We are proud to be among the 34 percent of American households that reported owning guns in 2012. I occasionally hunt. Gabby has owned a handgun for years. She shot with her right hand before the shooting disabled her right side; these days, she’s learning to shoot with her left hand. 

			But as much as we love guns, we also believe in the rule of law. Because we care about public safety, we don’t allow people to drive cars on the sidewalk, and we don’t permit teenagers to buy alcohol, and we take measures to ensure that our kids aren’t drinking arsenic in the school water fountain. Why, then, can’t we agree on a few simple rules about gun ownership that honor the Second Amendment while protecting Americans from random gun violence?

			In the last two decades, anyone who’s dared ask that sensible question has been muzzled by intransigent and uncompromising political interest groups, most notably the National Rifle Association. The NRA’s response to any question about tightening restrictions on gun ownership is a resounding “No!” Though only about 1.5 percent of Americans are members, the NRA has the money and political might to rank among the most powerful interest groups in the nation.

			The NRA began as a venerable organization of gun owners but has since diverged from its founding principles—and also from its own membership. Does the average card-­carrying NRA member know that the organization is actually a trade association that’s more focused on corporate profits than the rights of gun owners? The NRA’s stated mission is to “protect and defend the Constitution”—but they also make time for generating revenues of almost $228 million a year. A regular annual NRA membership costs thirty-five dollars; the top brass at the NRA, like its CEO Wayne LaPierre, take home nearly a million a year. 

			Instead of protecting the interests of the law-abiding gun owners who dominate their membership rolls, NRA leaders increasingly sound as if they’re advocating turning our country into an armed camp. After a deranged gunman murdered twenty-six people, including twenty young children, at Sandy Hook Elementary in Newtown, Connecticut, in December 2012, LaPierre’s only suggestion was that we station armed security guards in every school—a measure that we don’t necessarily oppose, but we certainly don’t think it’s enough to protect our kids. As LaPierre is fond of saying, “The only thing that stops a bad guy with a gun is a good guy with a gun.”

			Really?

			So where will it end? Will we arm teachers and soccer coaches, too? Parents who chaperone class trips to the zoo? Preachers, ministers, and rabbis? I just cannot imagine my second-grade teacher stashing a pistol in the pocket of the pink muumuu that she wore most days. 

			The NRA has, in essence, turned the tables on the Declaration of Independence. Forget about a government designed to protect “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.” Most of us trust our government: even if, sure, the average ninth grader can build a better website, we believe that the men and women we elect to represent us have our best interests at heart. But to hear the NRA tell it, once federal or state governments start to pass laws to reduce gun violence in any way, shape, or form, it’s a “slippery slope” to “jackbooted” federal agents banging on a gun owner’s door to demand he turn over his firearm.

			As a Navy pilot who risked his life during bombing missions over Iraq and Kuwait, I find that preposterous and offensive. I was fighting to protect the ideals of a country and a government that I believed in. I blasted into space for my country, in a government-financed spaceship. The NRA’s slippery slope is a fantasy, and a dangerous one. If the NRA gets its way, we’ll be left with a country where everyone is armed but no one is safe. 

			“Nonsense,” Gabby says of the NRA’s crusade to prevent the government from passing laws about who should be able to get their hands on guns. She came within an inch of death while she was performing her basic duty in a representative democracy—meeting with constituents. As a gun owner, she would have been safer if we’d established some basic rules to keep guns away from men and women with severe mental illnesses like the one who shot her and murdered six of her constituents and staff.

			We need to do more to protect our citizens from these horrific acts of violence that have become all too common in our society.

			***

			Together with friends and supporters, we answered the call to stand up for reasonable, rational responses to gun violence. In early 2013, on the two-year anniversary of the Tucson shooting, we created Americans for Responsible Solutions, an organization devoted to protecting Americans and helping to change our laws. Our initial goals are simple:

				•	To create an environment where people with different viewpoints can finally get down to discussing these crucial issues. Let’s replace the inflammatory rhetoric on both sides of this debate (and yes, that very much includes those coastal liberals who reflexively demonize the culture of guns without understanding it) with a real exchange of ideas.

				•	To change the politics of this debate, so that gun laws are no longer strictly a partisan issue—and so that elected officials are no longer cowed into voting against the will of their constituents.

				•	To work toward some moderate, commonsense policy shifts that the overwhelming majority of Americans supports: expanding background checks, coming to the aid of women who seek protection from abusive partners with firearms, combating illegal gun trafficking, and improving the background-check system with better records reporting.

			Gabby and I share a hopeful vision for America. We believe in each other, in our communities, in our countrymen, in our nation. We are committed to building an organization that will stand for those values and also uphold the right to bear arms established in the Bill of Rights. We can do both.

			We aren’t naïve. We know that achieving our goals will require compromise, patience, and a tremendous amount of work. But that’s fine: the two of us are in this for the long haul.

			Americans are fed up with the gun violence ripping apart our communities. It’s time we did something about it.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			THE LINE IN THE SAND

			Gabby and I never imagined we’d be working alongside each other, day in, day out, on a single issue like reducing gun violence. 

			When Gabby and I first met and fell in love, she was a rising star in Arizona politics and headed toward three successful runs for Congress representing a district stretching across southeastern Arizona. She lived in Tucson when she wasn’t in Washington. I was an astronaut working out of Houston when I wasn’t in space. Sometimes we would do the circuit clockwise—DC to Houston to Tucson—and sometimes counterclockwise—Tucson to Houston to Washington, DC. We were in constant motion. It was a complicated arrangement, but we had settled into a routine. 

			This routine was shattered when Gabby was shot on January 8, 2011. For months afterward we spent our lives in hospitals, doctors’ offices, and a rehabilitation center. Gabby survived her traumatic brain injury, and, slowly but surely, began to recover.

			On May 16, 2011, Gabby was well enough to fly to Florida and see me off for my final space shuttle mission and my second as commander. That June I retired from NASA, posting a message online: “From the day I entered the United States Merchant Marine Academy in the summer of 1982 to the moment I landed Space Shuttle Endeavour three weeks ago, it has been my privilege to advance the ideals that define the United States of America.”

			Seven months later, though she was making steady progress, Gabby decided to step down from Congress. A little more than a year after she was shot, we were both out of government service and ready to re-create our lives as private citizens, together. 

			***

			Early on in her recovery, while staying at a rehabilitation hospital in Houston, Gabby felt a strong pull to get back to Tucson. Under the circumstances, I was ready to leave Houston, too. After years of commuting, our decision to stay in the same place was one small positive outcome of Gabby’s injury. We agreed to move back to Tucson and began looking for houses in the summer of 2012. 

			Gabby loved the grittier parts of her hometown. She often referred to herself as “a woman of the people.” When she returned to Tucson in 1996 to help manage her family’s tire company, she chose to live in Barrio Viejo, a neighborhood near historic downtown Tucson. 

			“How about if we look in the foothills?” I asked.

			“Not my style,” she responded.

			On one of my first house-hunting trips, I visited a house in a small development just east of the University of Arizona, near the Reid Park Zoo. I walked into a foyer with tile floors and stepped into a great room with vaulted ceilings, expansive walls, and a view to the pool in the backyard. To the left was this perfect kitchen with room for a table by the windows. To the right, down a hall, were three bedrooms. Gabby could navigate the place well. There were few steps. She could swim in the pool and take walks in the neighborhood.

			I had a feeling Gabby would like this place. 

			That night Gabby came to check it out. She stepped inside, looked around, walked into the kitchen and out back to the pool. She seemed noncommittal. We had a way of communicating that didn’t always require many words. Her eyes showed doubt, I thought.

			“I have ten more houses I want to look at tomorrow,” I said.

			“No,” she said. “This is it.” What I had read as doubt was actually the glint of determination.

			***

			By August we were ready to move in, with plenty of help. Gabby’s mom, Gloria, pitched in, along with our friend Suzy Gershman. We furnished the living room with knickknacks and furniture we had each accumulated over the years. We lined the shelves with our favorite books.

			Those expansive walls provided plenty of space for paintings that formerly crowded the walls of Gabby’s condo. There are few material objects that hold Gabby’s interest. Paintings top the list, along with an old motorcycle and a couple of Vespa scooters that don’t run anymore. Tucson artist Jim Waid had loaned two large paintings to Gabby for her congressional offices. One, a colorful splash of red flower petals and vines and orange peppers against a backdrop of blues and greens, had hung on her DC office wall until she resigned. Without telling Gabby, I bought both paintings and surprised her with them when we were in Houston. Now we hung one on the wall facing the family room and the other in the dining room. Above the fireplace, we placed a huge mural by Rudans, an artist who had once lived near Gabby in the barrio. 

			Nelson, Gabby’s yellow Lab, swam in the pool and lounged on the cool stone patio. My younger daughter, Claire, moved in with us and enrolled in high school.

			Once again, our lives fell into a nice routine. On most days I would rise before Gabby, drive Claire to school, then return to work at home. Since retiring from NASA and the Navy, I was consulting for an aerospace company and giving some speeches. I was also working on a couple of children’s books. I was on the road a good amount, so I treasured my days in Tucson. Gabby and I would have breakfast together, and then I might take a hike in Sabino Canyon. We would cook dinner together and relax in front of the TV. I’m embarrassed to admit this, but we watched sixty-something episodes of Glee in a single month. 

			Gabby worked every day at breaking through barriers to her complete recovery. Physical therapy twice a week. Occupational therapy once a week. Speech therapy three times a week. She was constantly reading newspapers, books, and magazines. Communicating with friends, fans, and former constituents. Stretching. Walking twenty minutes or more every day. Doing yoga.

			The bullet that passed through the left side of Gabby’s brain caused significant paralysis to the right side of her body. She had no use of her right arm, and her right leg was mostly paralyzed. She had to learn to walk again. She learned to write and use her iPad with her left hand. The bullet wound robbed her of the ability to speak with ease, but she made steady—and remarkable—progress. She still does, every single day. Her mind is clear, her memory intact, her thinking crisp.

			I would often find her at the kitchen table working on Lumosity, a website with brain-training exercises and programs. She would run through a training routine. I would try the same one.

			She would often outscore me.

			***

			On December 12, 2012, four months after moving to Tucson, I flew to Beijing. 

			A good friend had asked me to speak to his company in China. We had talked about Gabby coming along but decided against it. China is a special place for us. We met each other while traveling there in 2003 when we were both invited to attend a Young Leaders Forum of the National Committee on United States–China Relations. She was an Arizona state senator; I was in training as the pilot on my second space shuttle mission. We met during a layover in Vancouver, and as we were boarding the plane the next day she found me and asked: “Why don’t we sit together?” Strapped in for twelve hours, we talked nonstop. After that trip, we didn’t see each other for a year, but then Gabby had to visit death row at Florence State Prison, just outside of her district, and she couldn’t find anyone to accompany her. I was always up for a new experience, and that’s how we began dating. It’s been quite the roller coaster ever since. 

			I was thinking of Gabby as I touched down in Beijing. 

			Jet-lagged and woozy from my travels, I had a fitful night’s sleep in my hotel. By five o’clock the next morning, I gave up, powered on my phone, and turned on the TV to check the news. The first reports of a school shooting in Newtown, Connecticut, popped up. They described a scene of carnage in an elementary school. Dead children and teachers. I could not fathom the tragedy. I was incredulous. Not again.

			My first call was to Gabby. It was eight P.M. in Tucson. “You’ve probably seen the news,” I said.

			I sat glued to CNN, absorbing every detail of the tragedy as it unfolded on the screen.

			“Yes,” she said. “Terrible. Terrible.”

			We traded information on what we were hearing in news reports: a lone gunman with a high-powered semiautomatic rifle had walked into a public elementary school and shot twenty children and six educators. We couldn’t believe it had happened in the wake of so many other recent mass murders by gunfire: Virginia Tech, Tucson, Aurora.

			“Now twenty first graders,” I said. 

			“We must help,” Gabby said.

			“What do you mean?”

			“Do something,” she said. “Not just talk.”

			***

			Though our plans crystallized in the aftermath of the Newtown shooting, Gabby and I had begun talking about taking action on gun laws months earlier. On July 21, 2012, we had flown to Europe for a two-week combined vacation and work trip. The day before we left, a gunman dressed in tactical clothing killed twelve and wounded fifty-eight others in a movie theater in Aurora, Colorado, during a midnight screening of the latest Batman film.

			The shooting had cast a shadow over the trip. It was hard to think about anything else. On the plane, I turned to Gabby and said: “Let’s put out a statement.”

			Gabby nodded, then shook her head. “Not enough,” she said. 

			I agreed.

			In the past, that was the expected protocol following one of these tragic shootings: you put out a statement mourning the victims and condemning gun violence while implicitly agreeing that “Now is not the time to talk about politics.” 

			But maybe that was the wrong approach. Maybe now was the time to discuss the policies that allowed these massacres to keep happening. If not in the immediate aftermath, then when? 

			After Aurora, we released the expected statement, but we had both privately decided that enough was enough. Words alone would no longer cut it. We—or somebody—had to do something about the gun violence ripping so many communities apart. But what?

			“We need to think about getting more involved in this issue,” I said. “We can’t just sit back and watch as these shootings keep happening.”

			“But how?” Gabby asked. 

			For much of the flight, we wrestled with our options. We could start an organization to advocate changes in gun laws. We might turn up the volume on our statements to the press. Or perhaps we could take a more direct, political route.

			Politics came naturally to Gabby. She thrived in the public sphere and had a knack for connecting with people. In her years in the state legislature and Congress, she also learned how to play and win the bare-knuckle political games in the back rooms of Phoenix and Washington. She knew how to raise money. She knew the difference between the possible, the probable, and the improbable. She could count votes.

			I could count the minutes and seconds it took for a space shuttle to get into and out of Earth’s orbit. Eight minutes and twenty-six seconds, to be exact, for Endeavour’s last trip into space. 

			Growing up the son of cops in a small New Jersey town, I wasn’t all that interested in local or even national politics. I didn’t even know if my parents were Republicans or Democrats, and in fact I still don’t know. My mom passed away recently without ever clueing me in. She was always independent-minded—just like Gabby, who was a Republican in her twenties before becoming a moderate Democrat. My father, who has long since retired as a detective, is a political enigma. He watches Fox News continuously, though he’d dispute this; he claims it’s just a coincidence that I only see him watching Fox. But every time I kid him about being a conservative Republican, he whips out a card in his wallet with his party affiliation and tells me: “I’m a Democrat!”

			I’m still not convinced.

			Gabby introduced me to retail politics. I was by her side as she ran for Congress. I watched her make decisions and weigh the pros and cons of policy positions or votes. She would consider what she thought was right, what her constituents wanted, who was making the loudest noise—and whether she should listen. 

			After a few years with Gabby, I had a much better understanding of how we make laws and why it was often compared to making sausage. It’s not a pretty process. Gabby and I also lamented what seemed like politicians’ inability to compromise on issues big and small. My wife’s friends and colleagues in Congress had taken stands in stark opposition to one another, and the middle ground had become a no-man’s-land. 

			“Too divided,” Gabby would say.

			Two weeks in Europe gave us a chance to relax and reflect. We can’t say that our concerns over American gun laws occupied our every thought and conversation. But every once in a while, Gabby would catch my eye and say: “Aurora. Horrible. Happened again.”

			***

			If Aurora started us talking, Newtown finally shocked us into taking action. The day of those unforgettable shootings, Gabby and I posted a statement on our Facebook pages that marked the internal shift we’d made from passive horror to active engagement. One part of the statement read, “As we mourn, we must call upon our leaders to stand up and do what is right. This time our response must consist of more than regret, sorrow and condolence.” The statement ended with what would become Gabby’s and my rallying cry: “This can no longer wait.”

			I returned from China five days after the tragedy. The nation was still in mourning. The once-serene town of Newtown was burying its slaughtered children and adults. On a visit there the Sunday after the rampage, President Obama had met with victims’ families and held a vigil where he promised to use whatever power he had to prevent shootings like the school massacre.

			“What choice do we have?” the president asked. “Are we really prepared to say that we’re powerless in the face of such carnage, that the politics are too hard? Are we prepared to say that such violence visited on our children year after year is somehow the price of our freedom?”

			Gabby shook her head.

			“Surely we can do better than this,” he said. “We have an obligation to try.”

			Gabby and I had been feeling the tug of that same obligation. Sometimes it takes a punch in the face to spring into action. The National Rifle Association landed that punch.

			In the days immediately following the Newtown massacre, the NRA was nowhere to be seen or heard from. Our entire nation went into mourning for these families, for this town—for the horror of living in a place where so many young lives could be taken in such a brutal manner.

			The NRA remained silent for an entire week. And then Wayne LaPierre, its CEO and executive vice president, took to the microphone at a press conference in Washington, DC, to deliver his organization’s response to the tragedy. He immediately derided gun-free school zones, which he claimed made our children targets.

			“The truth is that our society is populated by an unknown number of genuine monsters,” he said. “People so deranged, so evil, so possessed by voices and driven by demons that no sane person can possibly ever comprehend them. They walk among us every day.”

			Gabby and I watched the speech from our home in Tucson. We saw LaPierre’s eyes getting wider behind his frameless glasses. We listened in growing shock as he blamed the Newtown rampage on the media, on video games, and on weak federal gun prosecutions. Gabby looked at me and pursed her lips. Like the rest of the country, we were taken aback by LaPierre’s language, by his insensitivity to the tragedy, and by what seemed like his fringe views. Couldn’t the NRA have done better than this unhinged-sounding extremist?

			“Add another hurricane, terrorist attack, or some other natural or man-made disaster,” LaPierre said, his voice rising, “and you’ve got a recipe for a national nightmare of violence and victimization.”

			Hurricanes? Victimization? What about addressing the fact that lethal weapons were in the hands of a young man with a history of severe mental health problems? Not a word about it. Gabby and I—and probably most other Americans listening that day—couldn’t believe our ears. What a mess! Surely the NRA would quickly dial back its spokesman’s thoughtlessly blurted-out tirade.

			Little did we realize at the time that LaPierre’s whole performance had been perfectly calculated—and perfectly in line with what the NRA had been saying for years.

			LaPierre closed his remarks as aggressively as he began them: “I call on Congress today to act immediately to appropriate whatever is necessary to put armed police officers in every school—and do it now, to make sure that blanket of safety is in place when our children return to school in January.”

			After the speech, Gabby gazed at me, narrowing her eyes. “Nonsense,” she said. “Crazy talk.” Then she raised her eyebrows. The message of this gesture was clear: we had to quit talking. LaPierre had pushed us over the edge. The NRA’s automatic response to every massacre was “more guns,” but Gabby and I had faith that Americans were smarter than that.

			We couldn’t wait any longer. We had to stop talking and start doing, with no more delays. Listening to LaPierre’s rant, I understood the urgency of convening a national—and, for a change, rational—conversation on the topic of gun violence. Somebody had to step up and change the tone of this debate: instead of the usual screeching rhetoric (on both sides), citizens from all over the political spectrum finally seemed ready for a genuine discussion of our shared values and beliefs about guns. Maybe if we could really get talking, we could start agreeing on some straightforward measures to make our country safer. 

			Gabby and I decided that it was time—long past time—to create an organization that could cut through the NRA’s rhetoric and convene a fair-minded dialogue about preventing gun violence. We made a commitment to each other to see this through. But what form would our advocacy take? 

			***

			We spent the holidays talking with trusted aides and friends about how we could make the biggest difference. “Maybe we should just take a direct political approach,” I suggested. “We could back candidates that agree with us—and with most Americans—on this issue.” 

			Our advisers kept stressing over and over how unusual it was to have two committed gun owners at the helm of this debate. Maybe Gabby and I were in a unique position to promote a pro-gun point of view while emphasizing the importance of putting sensible laws into place. We could work with people from all over the spectrum—cops and veterans, liberals and conservatives, doctors and moms and yes, even NRA members—who supported implementing some basic gun laws. We could give them a forum.

			Gabby and I decided to home in on the commonsense issues that the overwhelming majority of Americans—even the majority of NRA members—agreed needed to change: 

				•	Expanding background checks and closing loopholes on gun-show and Internet sales

				•	Strengthening our mental health–reporting system so that people with a history of serious mental health problems are barred from buying firearms

				•	Aiding women who seek protective orders and barring all abusive partners from gun ownership

				•	Fighting illegal gun trafficking by giving law enforcement better tools and increasing penalties

				•	Establishing responsible boundaries for high-capacity magazines and the lethality of civilian weaponry

			What we considered the centerpiece of our policy push—expanding background checks to all gun sales—wasn’t even controversial: a poll released in early 2013, just as we were forming our organization, showed that nine out of ten Americans supported the need for stronger background checks. 

			But turning the will of the people into law isn’t as straightforward as it should be. How would we go about fighting for these changes? And how would our group differ from established organizations advocating for more sensible gun laws?

			The Brady Campaign to Prevent Gun Violence—named after Jim Brady, President Ronald Reagan’s press secretary who was shot in the head in 1981 during an attempt to assassinate Reagan—had helped push through the federal background-check law in 1993 and organize the Million Mom March against gun violence. Gabby and I knew we would work with the Brady Campaign, but we also wanted to venture into elective politics. Another force on the landscape was Mayors Against Illegal Guns, a group founded in 2006 by New York Mayor Michael Bloomberg that represented nine hundred mayors from big cities and small towns across America. 

			While these and other groups out there were working hard to reform gun laws, no one was representing the interests of reasonable, law-abiding gun owners. It occurred to Gabby and me, as we surveyed the landscape, that the two of us were in a unique position to reform gun laws, moderate the debate in Congress, and make the country safer and saner. As a former Republican, Gabby could see beyond the partisan divide on many issues, including this one. With our centrist positions, our experience, and our visibility—not to mention our patriotism and our own responsible gun ownership—we could build a movement and maneuver the halls of Congress. In electoral politics, we could support our allies while helping defeat those who went against the will of their constituents. 

			We could teach Americans that you can have it both ways: it is possible to protect the Second Amendment and keep our country safer from gun violence.

			“Bring balance,” Gabby liked to say. 

			We examined polling data. We searched for allies. We established our goals. 

			***

			Gabby and I knew we would face personal challenges. We wanted to make sure we fully understood what we were getting into.

			Gabby was an old hand at politicking and advocacy, but she still had trouble articulating her thoughts. She could write, and she could join every discussion and every conference call, but she had a hard time speaking. Better by the week? Yes. Still struggling? Yes. She talked in short bursts. Would the demands of building an organization and being asked to speak in front of groups wear on Gabby and prove too demanding?

			“No,” she said one day over breakfast in our Tucson breakfast nook. “Let’s go.”

			What about my own dual role, voicing Gabby’s thoughts as well as my own? Was I prepared to go before the public on a political matter? As a space shuttle commander, I had done my share of media appearances. You wear many hats as an astronaut, and one of them is becoming a spokesperson. But fielding questions about docking the space shuttle with the space station isn’t in the same league as wading into a fierce debate on gun laws. I would be vulnerable in new ways. I’d never worked directly in politics before—would I be able to handle partisan attacks? I would have to learn to be more careful in choosing my words, to say the least. But if Gabby could manage, so could I.

			From the start, Gabby and I could see that her advocacy would become intertwined with her recovery. The challenges of creating and building an organization would push her to connect words to thoughts and re-create pathways in her mind. She craved the opportunity to devote herself to this cause. Gabby Giffords was in motion.

			Sometimes you just jump right in.

			***

			We knew we would have to leap back into the fundraising realm right away. We would be starting from scratch against the NRA, an organization with more than a century’s head start, more than four million members, and an annual budget of $220 million. Waging a big political battle costs big money. 

			Gabby and I spent hours on conference calls with trusted aides, many of whom had been with Gabby in Congress. Pia Carusone, Gabby’s longtime chief of staff, was on the phone with us every day. Pia had been a stalwart presence in the wake of the Tucson shooting and remained close to us even after Gabby stepped down from her seat. Pia was crucial in our embryonic discussions and the creation of our organization. After helping close down Gabby’s congressional operation, Pia had taken an important job as chief spokeswoman for Janet Napolitano at the Department of Homeland Security.

			“You have to quit your job,” I told her. “We’re not going to do this unless you become executive director.” 

			***

			My first fundraising call was to Steve Mostyn, a Texas trial lawyer. We had become friends with Steve and his wife, Amber, while I was an astronaut living in Houston. When Gabby was shot and being treated at a Houston rehabilitation hospital, Steve and Amber had insisted that her parents stay at their home.

			The Mostyns were more than personally generous. Steve had contributed millions to local and national candidates, and he was known as a ballsy guy in Texas political circles. When Texas governor Rick Perry refused to debate his opponents in his 2010 reelection race, Mostyn chided him with a full-page ad in twenty-six newspapers with his photo stamped with the headline COWARD.

			I phoned Steve a few nights before Christmas. “Steve, we have to do something about this epidemic of gun violence in this country,” I said. “Gabby and I want to start an organization to try and get some reasonable legislation passed.”

			After a long pause, Steve spoke. “Lemme tell you,” he said in his Texas drawl, “I own thirty-five guns. You know I like to shoot. Last week I went to a local gun store near my house and bought three thousand rounds of ammunition.”

			Half were for his 9mm pistols; half were .45 caliber.

			He told me how the store clerk helped him load the boxes into his truck before turning to Steve and asking, “Are you going to start a war or something?” Steve responded, “Of course not,” and gave him a puzzled look. 

			“So,” I asked, “why did you buy all the ammunition?”

			“Because it was on sale and I could,” he said.

			The same month, Steve told me, he sold an old rusted Jet Ski trailer for $200. The buyer showed up, hooked the trailer to his truck, and drove away. A few days later, the man asked Mostyn to meet him at a local DMV so they could fill out some paperwork necessary to transfer ownership of the trailer.

			“So I had to go downtown and take the time to fill out a bunch of forms about an old trailer,” he said. “You know how much paperwork I had to do to buy three thousand rounds of ammo? Nothing.” He paid cash and didn’t even leave his name.

			“And we wonder why the murder rate in our country is twenty times what it is in other countries,” he said. And then, to my total shock, he added, “Okay—I’ll give you a million dollars.”

			I was blown away—I hadn’t expected my first call to produce such a result. Obviously, our organization had struck a nerve with law-abiding gun owners. 

			Encouraged by Steve’s generosity, I made a few more calls that night. Each one was a success. We were a long way from the tens of millions we figured we would need to get in the game in the 2014 election cycle, but it was a darn good start.

			Gabby and I had one more gut check, just the two of us, sitting in the shade on the flagstone deck the next afternoon. Nelson settled at her feet. She had fed him and trained him, but that wasn’t the only reason he preferred her. We examined the risks of launching our organization.

			It could start fast out of the gate and fizzle.

			It could starve for lack of money or members.

			We might fail to change any minds or laws.

			The NRA could crush it—and us in the process.

			Gabby stopped me. She had been reading about some NRA members, “gun guys” who felt the NRA didn’t represent their views. These guys owned guns so they could go hunting on the weekends, or they kept guns in their house for personal protection, but they had no problem with undergoing a basic background check. They’d passed background checks themselves, and they believed every gun owner should do the same. They loved guns, but they were not extremists. Gabby thought the time had come for a group that represented their point of view.

			After all this discussion, on January 8, 2013—the two-year anniversary of the Tucson massacre—Gabby and I announced the formation of Americans for Responsible Solutions. We hoped it would bring some balance and safety back to our discussions and our laws about gun ownership. We wrote an op-ed for USA Today explaining what we wanted to do.

			“Special interests purporting to represent gun owners but really advancing the interests of an ideological fringe have used big money and influence to cow Congress into submission,” we wrote. “Rather than working to find the balance between our rights and the regulation of a dangerous product, these groups have cast simple protections for our communities as existential threats to individual liberties.”

			We knew what we were getting into. We would be David against the NRA’s Goliath.

			If I have learned one thing about Gabby Giffords, it’s that she’s a fighter, against all odds. This would be a most worthy battle.
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